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BETTY AND 
THE LIGHT 


I'm not afraid of death. I just don’t want to be there 
when it happens. 


—Woody Allen 


Death is not our ‘friend. It is an unwanted companion that we 
do our best to ignore. We push it out of sight and out of mind— 
on the obituary page in the back of the newspaper and in se- 
cluded graveyards we call “resting places.” The absolute sense 
of finality proves too much for us to bear. Yet it is this very 
inevitability and finality that forces us to find ways to live with 
the reality of death. 


We know that we will die, and that knowledge in- 
vades our consciousness, shapes our artifacts, arts, 
and sciences; it will not let us rest until we have 
found ways, through rituals and stories, theologies 
and philosophies, either to make sense of death or, 
failing that, to make sense of ourselves in the face of 
death.! 


The unending effort to come to terms with death distin- 
guishes humans from animals. Throughout history, people in 
every society have memorialized the demise of their fellows 
by performing solemn rituals, by ceremonially preparing and 
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burying the remains, and by searching out the mystery of death 
in the hope of finding its meaning. 

Dealing with death is not an optional activity, as the philoso- 
pher Blaise Pascal ruthlessly illustrates: 


Imagine a number of men in chains, all under sen- 
tence of death, some of whom are each day butch- 
ered in the sight of all the others; those remaining 
see their own condition in that of their fellows, and 
looking at each other with grief and despair await 
theirturn. This is an image of the human condition.? 


Unless we find some meaning to death, we will see no meaning 
to life; for our lives are permeated by death. 

Recently, this ongoing human need has been expressed in a 
number of popular accounts that seek not to evade the reality of 
death but to redefine it. Increasing numbers of people are pro- 
claiming that death is not the end, that it is nothing to fear, that 
there is no hell to avoid, and that death is simply another stage 
in one’s spiritual development. These death-defying assertions 
are not based on any sacred Scripture, but on the testimonies of 
people who claim to have been clinically dead for a short time 
and to have experienced visions of a world beyond—a world of 
intense light and love. 


A BESTSELLER IS BORN 


Several recent bestsellers on near-death experiences (NDEs) 
enthusiastically declare the desirability of the world beyond. 
Of all these books, Betty Eadie’s Embraced by the Light (1992) 
is probably the most popular, having had a long run as a New 
York Times number-one bestseller. 

Embraced by the Light differs from many popular books on 
the subject in that it is not a study of the NDE phenomenon but 
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simply a firsthand report of Betty Eadie’s alleged near-death 
experience and the events related to it. Eadie was encouraged 
to write the book after she had spoken about her experience at 
churches and other gatherings in the late 1980s. Curtis Taylor, 
a Utah-based book editor, was so enthusiastic about the project 
that he became her coauthor and publisher. And what a bo- 
nanza it was! 

The initial printing of 20,000 copies sold in two weeks and 
the second printing of 30,000 also went quickly. Within six 
months the book was on the New York Times bestseller list, 
where it stayed for well over a year, selling more than a million 
copies. Paperback rights for the book were sold for nearly two 
million dollars, after which the paperback edition zoomed to 
the bestseller lists as well. And at the time of this writing, 
Eadie is busy speaking around the country and writing another 
book. 

The dust jacket claims that the book offers “astonishing 
proof of a life after physical death,” and that Eadie “saw more, 
perhaps, than any other person has seen before, and she came 
back with an almost photographic view.” Her story is endorsed 
by the prominent NDE researcher and medical doctor Melvin 
Morse, author of two NDE bestsellers, Closer to the Light 
(1990) and Transformed by the Light (1992). Morse declares 
that Eadie’s book is a world-class revelation: 


There is a great secret contained in Embraced by 
the Light. It is a secret that you already know. It 
is something that the great prophets and spiritual 
leaders have tried to tell us for thousands of years. 
Betty Eadie learned it by nearly dying. It has the 
power to change your life.3 


Clearly, Embraced by the Light has tapped into a tremendous 
human desire to find peace, fulfillment, and freedom from 
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fear. In People magazine Eadie said, “People are in pain. They’ve 
lost hope, they’re confused and desperately fear death.” But 
she offered reassurance. “After you’ve died, what else is there 
to fear? No love can compare with the unconditional love I was 
shown.” This was quite an about-face for Eadie. “Before 
dying,” she said, “I thought I’d go straight to hell.”"4 

Eadie’s clearest message is that there is nothing to fear. Be- 
yond death’s door awaits a glorious light, full of unconditional 
love and acceptance for everyone who crosses that threshold. 
Therein lies our eternal destiny, our joy, our home—the place 
that we belong. To our deepest dread, Eadie offers solace; to 
our deepest yearning, she extends a bright promise of fulfill- 
ment. 

C.S. Lewis spoke of “the inconsolable secret” that is ineach 
of us, that “desire for our own far-off country, . . . for some- 
thing that has never actually appeared in our experience.”> 
We have “the sense that in this universe we are treated as 
strangers.” We long “to be acknowledged, to meet with some 
response, to bridge some chasm that yawns between us and 
reality, . . . to be reunited with something in the universe from 
which we now feel cut off, to be on the inside of some door 
which we have always seen from the outside.” We yearn for a 
“welcome into the heart of things.”’© 

If, indeed, this is what we ali want more than anything else, 
then what could be marketed with more success than a story 
that tells us this glorious destiny is already ours at no cost? We 
want so badly for it to be true that the temptation is to believe 
the story instinctively even if it is inconclusive and unverifi- 
able. Its language is fascinating and appealing, and we believe 
it. 

Consider how Betty Eadie tells her story: 


Isaw a pinpoint of light in the distance. The black 
mass around me began to take on more of the shape 
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of a tunnel, and I felt myself traveling through it at 
an even greater speed, rushing toward the light. I 
was instinctively attracted to it. ... As] approached 
it, I noticed the figure of a man standing in it, with 
the light radiating all around him. . . . I saw that the 
light immediately around him was golden, as if his 
whole body had a golden halo around it, and I could 
see that the golden halo burst out from around him 
and spread into a brilliant, magnificent whiteness 
that extended out for some distance. I felt his light 
blending into mine, literally, and I felt my light being 
drawn to his. .. . And as our lights merged, I felt as if 
Thad stepped into his countenance, and] felt an utter 
explosion of love. It was the most unconditional love 
Ihave ever felt, and as I saw his arms open to receive 
me I went to him and received his complete embrace 
and said over and over, “I’m home. I’m home. I’m 
finally home.” I felt his enormous spirit and knew 
that I had always been a part of him, that in reality I 
had never been away from him....There was no 
questioning who he was. I knew that he was my Sav- 
ior, and friend, and God. He was Jesus Christ.” 


This certainly is attractive, but it calls for a dose of healthy 
skepticism. In view of what is at stake—the eternal state 
of one’s soul—a number of significant questions need to be 
asked. Because Eadie’s Jesus doesn’t simply embrace her but 
teaches her about the nature of God, humanity, death, and the 
afterlife, it is especially important that her report be scruti- 
nized. 

Who is Eadie’s Jesus? Is he the Jesus of the New Testament? 
What is this Jesus teaching? Does it square with the Bible? 
Who are the beings Eadie calls “monks,” who act as her spirit 
guides? Is Eadie’s spirituality Mormon, Gnostic, Platonic, New 
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Age, or Christian—or some combination of these? Did she 
really die in 1973, as she claims? And what about the claims of 
other bestsellers about the near-death experience, which seem 
to lend weight to Eadie’s story? Let’s begin our inquiry with 
Betty Eadie herself. 


HER LIFE 


Before we explore her near-death experience, it is important 
to understand Eadie’s background, especially since her views 
of God and the afterlife would so greatly change after her expe- 
rience. 

Eadie claims that at age four she was diagnosed as having 
whooping cough and double pneumonia. She remembers hear- 
ing the doctor’s words in the hospital, “It’s too late; we’ve lost 
her,” and feeling the covers being pulled over her head. She 
remembers the room brightening and finding herself in the 
calming arms of a man who had a sparkling white beard. This 
peaceful scene was shattered when she heard a nurse call out, 
“She’s breathing again!” She recovered and asked her parents 
about the man with the beautiful beard, but they had no an- 
swers.® (This strange experience is but a shadow of what she 
reports about her 1973 NDE.) 

Eadie had a rough life—one without security or religious 
certainty. One of ten children, she was raised on the Rosebud 
Reservation in South Dakota. Her parents separated when she 
was four, and she was placed ina strict Roman Catholic board- 
ing school where she says she was belittled for being half Sioux 
and was taught a harsh, unloving view of God, which fright- 
ened her terribly. God “seemed angry and impatient and very 
powerful, which meant that he would probably destroy me 
or send me straight to hell on Judgment Day—or before if I 
crossed him. This boarding-school god was a being I hoped 
never to meet.” 
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She later was moved to a Methodist school and learned 
about “a happier God who was pleased when we were happy.”” 
But she “remained convinced that he was still the God who 
would punish me if I ever died and appeared before him.” !0 
During summers she attended Lutheran, Baptist, and Salva- 
tion Army churches, where she tried to understand the role 
God was playing in her life. She says she felt unsatisfied in 
prayer, questioned God’s existence, and never enjoyed a stable 
relationship with God. 

Eventually she took her questions about God’s existence to a 
school matron. Instead of receiving appropriate answers to her 
doubts, young Betty was slapped, rebuked for disbelief, and 
commanded to get on her knees and pray for forgiveness. Of 
course, rather than feeling forgiven and restored, Eadie now 
felt “doomed to hell because of my lack of faith. . . . I was sure 
now that I could never be forgiven.” 

Another time, she lay gazing at the stars one night and saw a 
moving ray of white light coming from a cloud. She screamed, 
terrified that this was Jesus’ Second Coming, and that he would 
burn her for her sins.'2 Her father, whom she was with at the 
time, assured her that the spectacle was far less cosmic. It was 
only a search light. Though Eadie’s early religious instruction 
was disappointing, she continued to “search for the true na- 
ture of God,” even though she dreaded her “own death and the 
blackness that would follow.””3 

Atage 15 she left school and joined her mother in Wyoming, 
where she married a neighborhood boy who later moved them 
to Reno, New Mexico. They divorced after having four chil- 
dren in six years. Betty married Joe Eadie in 1963. They had 
three sons, and five years after her last pregnancy she had a 
partial hysterectomy, which, she claims, resulted in her near- 
death experience (1973)—according to which God turned out 
to be far different from how the sisters at boarding school had 
described him. 
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HER STORY 


Eadie’s NDE, like many others, includes having an out-of- 
the-body experience (OBE), meeting angelic beings, feeling 
very peaceful, passing through a dark tunnel, encountering a 
being of light, having her life flash before her mind, and re- 
turning to her body with a sense of destiny. (I will discuss these 
and other features in more. detail throughout the book.) The 
extraordinary difference between her story and most of the 
others is its depth of detail and extensive religious teaching. 
Herein lies the magnetism of Embraced by the Light. 

As Eadie lay alone in the hospital room after her partial 
hysterectomy, she felt herself becoming weaker and weaker 
until she was paralyzed. A soft buzzing in her ears was fol- 
lowed by a strange surge of energy that drew her spirit upward 
through her chest and toward the ceiling. She looked down and 
beheld a lifeless body, which she realized was her own. Her 
disembodied spirit felt weightless, mobile, free from pain, and 
perfect. 

She was joined by three “monks” dressed in light-brown 
robes and gold braided belts, who glowed from within. Eadie 
learned from them, through telepathic communication, that 
the four of them had been together for “eternities,” meaning 
that she had known these men in a “pre-earth” world before she 
had been born. She took this to mean that “death was actually 
a ‘rebirth’ into a greater life of understanding and knowledge 
that stretched forward and backward through time.” !4 

Despite the fascinating monkish companions, Eadie longed 
to see her family. Leaving her body behind, she somehow 
moved her “spirit body” from the hospital to her home “at 
tremendous speed.” She saw her family, although they could 
not see her, and she received the impression that her children 
were spirits who had existed before their bodies were con- 
ceived. Convinced that her family could thrive even after her 
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death, she instantaneously found herself back in the hospital 
with the three ethereal monks. 

Almost immediately she heard a loud roaring sound, and 
was sucked through a long black tunnel at great speed. Other 
people, and even animals, were making the journey, although 
some appeared not to be moving ahead. Feeling completely 
tranquil and loved, she thought, “This must be where the val- 
ley of the shadow of death is.”’”5 But what happened next would 
make everything else pale by comparison. Jesus himself ap- 
peared. 

After embracing her, Jesus said that her death was prema- 
ture; it was not yet her time. Eadie then felt that there had 
been a purpose to her life. She did not want to leave Jesus 
because he loved her unconditionally, unlike the Jesus she had 
learned about as a child in boarding school. She says that all 
her questions were answered as Jesus’ light permeated her with 
knowledge. In fact, she became “omniscient” during the ex- 
perience, “able to comprehend the mysteries of the universe 
simply by reflecting on them.” !© 

Eadie then visited large, archaic-looking looms that were 
used by spirit men and women to make clothing for those com- 
ing into the spirit world from earth. (The way this is done or its 
meaning is not explained.) She moved from the looms to “a 
library of the mind” where she again felt omniscient; she had 
but to reflect on a topic and all knowledge concerning that topic 
would become available to her. Further exploration took Eadie 
to a garden of unearthly colors, where a rose emitted music 
and she felt that she, God, and the rose were “‘all one.” She 
also met other spiritual beings, including “Warring Angels,” 
and saw far-flung “many worlds” created by God, as well as 
places where spirits prepare to take bodies. 

Before returning to her body, Eadie experienced a life-re- 
view—something fairly common in NDEs. She reexperienced 
all the events of her life in a series of holographic images before 
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a “council of men.” She regretted parts of her life, but she 
wasn’t judged by the men; rather, she judged herself with a 
new heavenly understanding. Jesus told her not to be too harsh 
with herself, and when the experience ended, he requested that 
she return to her body. After initially refusing, she relented. 
Following more heavenly fanfare, her spirit slipped back into 
her body. 

After her descent back into the flesh, Eadie felt weighed 
down and chilled by her material body. She became depressed 
but was comforted by the angelic monks. These monks re- 
turned a few hours later to rescue her from an attack by hideous, 
hateful demons, whom the monks said were sent by the devil 
because he was upset at her decision to return to earth. So ends 
what has been called the most incredible NDE that has yet been 
claimed in modern times.!7 


Wuat EADIE LEARNED 


While in her spirit body, Eadie was taught by Jesus, the 
monks, two spirit women, and others. She learned that all reli- 
gions were necessary because of everyone’s varying levels of 
spiritual understanding. Some religions may not have a full 
understanding of “the Lord’s gospel,” but they are still ap- 
propriate as stepping-stones toward an individual’s “eternal 
progress.’’!8 In light of this, Eadie concludes that “we have no 
right to criticize any church or religion in any way.””!9 

Eadie learned to her surprise “that Jesus was a separate 
being from God, with his own divine purpose.” This went 
against her Christian upbringing, which had taught her “that 
God the Father and Jesus were one being.”’2° She claims Jesus 
told her that all people were spirits in a pre-mortal world, and 
that they all had helped God create the universe and plan con- 
ditions on earth, including the laws of nature. These same 
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spirits could later come to earth in bodies to further their spiri- 
tual growth. This would be their own choice; God would not 
intervene unless asked. So, she reasons, we are all volunteer 
earthlings, earth is not our natural home, and “sin is not our 
true nature”—although our spirits must constantly battle to 
overcome the flesh.?! ; 

Eadie also realized that love is supreme and that without 
love we are nothing. Any act of love is worthwhile, and we 
must love everyone in every way possible. Lack of love is what 
destroys, but God is unconditional love. 

Next she was told that through the laws of the universe we 
can have access to incredible power. By going against these 
laws—by polluting, hating, being fearful, or overeating—we 
sin against the natural order and forfeit positive results. There 
is negative as well as positive energy. Positive thoughts attract 
positive energy and negative thoughts attract negative energy. 
Thus we create our environment through our thoughts, and 
“imagination is the key to reality.”22 

Eadie now understood how she could have had such negative 
feelings about Jesus as a stern judge to be feared; Jesus was 
always loving, but her negative thoughts had created negative 
feelings about him. “I understood again that fear is the op- 
posite of love and is Satan’s greatest tool.”23 With this new 
awareness, she was able to forgive her schoolteachers for giving 
her a false view of Jesus. She also “understood with pure knowl- 
edge that God wants us to become as he is, and... he has 
invested us with god-like qualities.”2+ 

She was taught that physical healing is available by having 
positive thoughts and drawing upon God’s positive energy. 
Even illness and death have a natural place in the soul’s pro- 
gression and provide opportunities for growth. Sounding like 
New Ager Shirley MacLaine, Eadie says, “I saw that most of 
us had selected the illnesses we would suffer, and for some, the 
illness that would end our lives.”25 Everything has a purpose. 
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If we sin or break any laws, we need to forgive ourselves and 
move ahead in love, because “in the spirit world they don’t see 
sin as we do here. All experience can be positive. All are learn- 
ing experiences.”26 In other words, we don’t have to ask God 
to forgive us; we only need to forgive ourselves. Sin is not the 
horrible thing that some religious people think God says it is. 

Betty Eadie has come a long way from the fearful faith of her 
childhood. She no longer fears judgment and hell but believes 
she has been accepted by a loving Jesus and other marvelous 
spiritual beings. She does not worry about being rejected for 
her sins; she believes she has been accepted without question 
by God. Eadie’s spectacular tour of other worlds has indeed 
transformed her view of God, human beings, death, and the 
afterlife. But are her new views genuinely biblical? Does she 
honor the Jesus to whom she dedicated her book? 


reas 


How CHRISTIAN Is IT? 


The one who first states a case seems right, until the 
other comes and cross-examines. 


—Proverbs 18:17 NRSV 


Having been raised in Christian settings, Eadie continues to 
identify herself as a Christian and to place a lot of emphasis on 
Jesus. For example: 


Of all knowledge. . . there is none more essential 
than knowing Jesus Christ. I was told that he is the 
door through which we will al/ return. He is the only 
door through which we can return. Whether we learn 
of Jesus here or while in the spirit, we must eventu- 
ally accept him and surrender to his love.! 


She also dedicated the book “To the Light, my Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ.” This dedication won her an interview on a Chris- 
tian radio program in her hometown of Seattle, shortly after 
the book’s release. Yet after the program aired, the interviewer 
wondered if Eadie’s faith was truly biblical. He called me to 
discuss this and then invited me to be interviewed concerning 
Eadie’s claims. I then read Eadie’s book and realized that her 
testimony, for all its grandeur and wonderment, does not agree 
with biblical teaching at key points. Despite this, Embraced by 
the Light is often requested and sometimes sold at Christian 
bookstores. 
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As we look at points of disagreement between the teachings 
of Betty Eadie and those of the Bible, let us keep in mind that 
Eadie is not offering her opinions or commentary on the Bible 
or on any other religious book. Rather, she claims to have 
received a revelation directly from God concerning ultimate 
truths about God, life, and death. We should also remember 
the Bible’s repeated warnings about false Christs (Matthew 
24:5), false gospels (Galatians 1:6-10), false teachings (Acts 
20:28-31), and its exhortation to “test the spirits to see whether 
they are from God” (1 John 4:1). 

It is also important to understand that Betty Eadie is a Mor- 
mon, although this is veiled in the current edition of her book. 
Embraced by the Light was originally marketed in the heavily 
Mormon areas of Utah, Arizona, and Nevada as a Mormon 
testimony.” The first edition contained a one-page flyer entitled 
“Of Special Interest to Members of the Church of Latter-day 
Saints.” It recounted Eadie’s conversion to Mormonism and 
her desire to convert others. The first edition also contained 
several obviously Mormon references that were altered in the 
mass-marketed version.* In order to reach a wider audience, 
Eadie’s book was published by Gold Leaf Press, which was 
formed out of—and continues to be owned by—the Mormon 
publishing house, Aspen Books.> 

As we test Eadie’s testimony against Scripture, we should 
hold her accountable to her own words. When asked by a radio 
program host whether she was open to comparing her experi- 
ence with the Bible, Eadie replied, “Oh definitely.” The in- 
terviewer then asked, “Scripture remains authoritative?” To 
which Eadie responded, “It is authoritative.”® 

According to her account, Eadie does believe in a personal 
God who knows and loves her. She speaks of Jesus as God, 
Savior, and Lord. She mentions Satan and demons, as well as 
angels who guide and defend her. She rejects reincarnation” 
and briefly mentions the resurrection of the dead.8 But this 
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does not automatically make her teaching biblical. Despite her 
use of biblical words and Christian-sounding concepts, many 
of Eadie’s statements contradict biblical teaching. It is quite 
possible for someone to use a biblical vocabulary, but not use 
the Bible as a dictionary.9 With Eadie this is often the case. 
Her “Christian” vocabulary and ideas on spirituality are, as 
we will find, a strange mixture of mostly Mormon and New 
Age themes. 


EADIE’S JESUS 


Eadie was shown during her near-death experience that Jesus 
is a separate being from the Father. This belief squares with 
the Mormon doctrine that there is no Trinity but three separate 
gods.!0 However, it contradicts the affirmations of the Trinity 
in the Bible, which state that there is but one God (Deuteron- 
omy 6:4) who exists as three distinct but coequal and coeternal 
divine persons; the Father (Matthew 6:9), the Son (John 1:1), 
and the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:3,4). Jesus said, “I and the Father 
are one” (John 10:30), a teaching that rules out a plurality of 
gods because of its emphasis on the oneness of essence shared 
by Jesus and the Father. Although Eadie at least twice speaks 
of “the Spirit of God,”"! she fails to mention the Holy Spirit 
by name or as a distinct member of the Trinity. Yet the Bible 
claims he is as divine as the Father and the Son, and that his 
ministry is essential in enabling people to understand divine 
truths (John 14:26; Ephesians 3:5). 

Eadie claims to have been embraced by the biblical Jesus, 
but her understanding of Jesus is unlike the Bible’s view in 
many ways. She calls Jesus “Lord and Savior” but says abso- 
lutely nothing about his suffering and death on the cross, by 
which our salvation has been made possible. Yet the Jesus of 
the Gospels identifies this as the reason he came into the world. 
He needed to die and thereby to bear the penalty for sin on 
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behalf of those enslaved by sin, in order that God’s justice 
might be served and his love be demonstrated (John 3:16; Ro- 
mans 5:1-8). The cross of Christ is at the heart of the gospel 
message, but it is conspicuously absent from Embraced by the 
Light. 

The supreme authority, or lordship, of Jesus Christ is also 
missing from Eadie’s account. When Jesus and “the council of 
men” asked Eadie to return to earth, she apparently suffered 
from no sense of obligation to obey Christ. Instead, she pro- 
tested and bartered with them. She only consented after she 
was told about her “mission” on earth, and after she “made 
them promise that the moment my mission was complete they 
would take me back home. . . . They agreed to my terms.””!? In 
Eadie’s view, Jesus is simply a member of a committee that 
suggests alternatives, but she herself has the final say about her 
life and death. 

The Bible, however, says that Jesus, not any human, holds 
the keys (authority) of life and death (Revelation 1:18). And the 
apostle Paul, after speaking of Christ’s incarnation and cruci- 
fixion, describes his exaltation: 


Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 
and gave him the name that is above every name, 
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 
of God the Father (Philippians 2:9-11). 


One who meets this Jesus is in no position to complain, bar- 
ter, or demand. The tongue must confess his lordship and the 
knee must bow before his highness. 

Eadie says that when she met Jesus she “knew that God was 
our mutual Father.”’!3 She seems to view Jesus more as an ad- 
vanced spirit-brother than as absolute Savior and Lord. This, too, 
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echoes the Mormon teaching that Jesus became divine through 
aspiritual process, just as we can.'4 But the Bible teaches that 
Jesus is the eternal Son by his divine nature (John 1:1). Those 
who have been forgiven of sin are made to be God’s “sons” 
through adoption by God’s grace (Ephesians 1:5; 1 John 3:1). 
Yet this adoption does not ever make us divine. 

Eadie’s heavenly visitation taught her that all religions should 
be accepted as appropriate for their adherents. This sentiment 
is a staple of New Age syncretism, which asserts that all re- 
ligious roads eventually lead to God. But the Jesus of the Gospels 
is more concerned with whether or not someone has truly 
heard and obeyed His Word; for those who do not hear and 
obey will not be accepted. Jesus also declares that he is the 
only way to the Father (John 14:6; see also Acts 4:12). Like- 
wise, the apostle Paul stated that even if an angel from heaven 
should declare a gospel different from the authentic one, he 
should be eternally condemned (Galatians 1:8,9). In the Bible, 
religious error is to be avoided at all costs (James 3:1,2; Titus 
1:9). God’s truth is nothing to take lightly. 


PRE-MORTAL EXISTENCE 


The pre-mortal, or preexistent, soul is taught repeatedly in 
Embraced by the Light. Eadie says that when she saw Jesus, she 
remembered him from a time before her physical birth. She 
also speaks of spirits awaiting and choosing their physical 
bodies. Here Eadie repeats Mormon teaching at one level and 
denies it at another. She agrees with Mormonism that people 
exist as spirits before birth, yet she contradicts Mormon teach- 
ing by claiming that each spirit chooses the body it will in- 
habit.!5 

The Bible teaches that a person comes into existence at the 
moment of physical conception and not before (Psalm 139:13- 
16; Zechariah 12:1). Though several biblical passages speak of 
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God “knowing” people before they were born (Isaiah 49:1; Jer- 
emiah 1:5), this does not refer to their spiritual existence before 
physical bodies were taken. It simply, means that God knows 
his plans for a person even before that person exists, similar to 
how anarchitect knows the building he has designed before the 
foundation has been laid.'© According to the Bible, only Jesus 
Christ spiritually existed before his physical incarnation John 
1:1-3,14). According to Eadie, every human being existed be- 
fore conception. This claim diminishes the biblical emphasis 
on the uniqueness of Jesus.!7 

The idea of the spiritual preexistence of the human soul is an 
ancient Greek and Gnostic belief that is also affirmed in Mor- 
mon!8 and New Age theology, but which does not square with 
the Bible. The notion that pre-mortal souls helped create the 
universe, as Eadie claims, diminishes the character of God as 
absolute Creator (see Genesis chapter 1).!9 God did not use any 
human assistance in fashioning the cosmos (John 1:3; Acts 
17:25). In the book of Job, God states that Job was not there 
when God created the universe (Job 38:4; 40:1-5). By insisting 
on human cooperation with God in creation, Eadie breaks 
down the separation between the uncreated, all-powerful Cre- 
ator and his finite creation. 

In a television interview, Eadie used the idea of spiritual 
preexistence to explain the presence of evil in the world. She 
claimed that those who were tortured and killed during the 
Nazi Holocaust had chosen these horrific earthly situations 
before their birth.2° She seemed to think this somehow made 
the situation more tolerable. But the ethical implications of 
such thinking are astounding. - 

Even if we grant Eadie’s unbiblical ideas of preexistence, 
what sane spirit being would choose to suffer such unspeakable 
atrocities on earth? And if the Holocaust victims were not 
really victims at all but willing participants, then the Nazis 
should not have been morally condemned; they were simply 
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enacting the wishes of theif subjects. Surely, this is morally 
absurd.?! 


SIN AND SALVATION 


Eadie’s belief in the pre-mortal soul is tied in with her under- 
standing of human nature and salvation. For her, the central 
human problem is a “ ‘veil’ of forgetfulness” that results from 
taking on physical bodies.22 We have a spiritual origin and 
identity, but embodiment causes us to be out of touch with this 
reality. Eadie copies Plato when she comments that “birth is a 
sleep and a forgetting,”2> which implies that the preexistent, 
disembodied state 1s far better than being in a physical body. 
Eadie’s views are similar to the following lines from Plato: 


Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star 
Hath had elsewhere its setting, 
And cometh from afar: 
Not in entire forgetfulness, 
And not in utter nakedness, 
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God, who is our home. 
Heaven lies about us in our infancy! 
Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing Boy, 
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows 
He sees it in his joy.2+ 


However, because Eadie claims we become embodied in order 
to grow spiritually, for her, embodiment is not as much of a 
“prison-house” as Plato taught. 

The biblical view is that in the final state after resurrection, 
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believers will be in their perfected bodies (1 Corinthians 15:12- 
58), while those that reject God will suffer “everlasting con- 
tempt” (Daniel 12:2). The body, therefore, is not intrinsically 
inferior to the soul; it can be refashioned by the Creator so as to 
become eternal and perfect. Eadie mentions the resurrection 
of the dead in passing, but her basic ideas on the body and the 
soul are more Platonic, Gnostic, and Mormon than Christian. 

Although Eadie uses the word sin several times (often put- 
ting it in quotation marks), she says that this “is not our true 
nature. Spiritually, we are at various degrees of light—which 
is knowledge—and because of our divine, spiritual nature we 
are filled with the desire to do good.”25 She does not regard 
sin as an offense against a holy God, but as a misuse of natural 
laws, due largely to ignorance. Repentance, therefore, involves 
forgiving oneself rather than confessing one’s sin before God 
and asking for his forgiveness.26 In fact, during Eadie’s life- 
review, Jesus tells her to lighten up on herself and not to take 
her acts of wrongdoing so seriously.27 

Eadie mentions nothing about repenting of sins committed 
against God (Psalm 51:4), or about placing trust in Jesus Christ 
in order to find forgiveness and eternal life (Matthew 11:28-30). 
She says we must “look within” and “trust our abilities,”28 
particularly the inherent power of our thoughts.2° This em- 
phasis on mind-power is like the New Age emphasis on the 
limitless power of human consciousness. 

It follows from this that Eadie would tone down the biblical 
teaching about sin’s entrance into the world. Eve “did not ‘fall’ 
to temptation as much as she made a conscious decision to 
bring about conditions necessary for her progression.”3° This 
is similar to Mormon?! and Gnostic? teaching but alien to the 
Bible, which reveals that Eve, by disobeying God, succumbed 
to the serpent’s temptation to sin, and that Adam fell into this 
sin along with his wife (Genesis 3; 2 Corinthians 11:3; 1 Tim- 
othy 2:14). The Scriptures teach that all people since the first 
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couple have inherited a predisposition to sin (Psalm 51:5), which 
is so ingrained and severe (Mark 7:21-23; Romans 3:10-20) that it 
cannot be altered apart from God’s supernatural help through 
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 
15:1-4; John 3:16). The apostle Paul put it clearly: “Believe in 
the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31). 

Eadie equates salvation with acquiring a kind of knowledge 
that leads a person from an earthbound perspective to a more 
spiritual one. Her words often affirm the Mormon doctrine of 
the eternal progression of the soul. She speaks of each individ- 
ual’s “eternal progress,”33 and says that God is “the Man 
behind” the “Universal Power,” and “that God wants us to 
become as he is, and that he has invested us with god-like qual- 
ities.”34 

Eadie seems to hold the Mormon belief that the heavenly 
Father is really a glorified man, and that, in time, we too can 
attain to this lofty status, as Jesus has. In other words, we are 
all potential gods. When Eadie claims she became omniscient 
during her near-death experience, she resonates with both the 
New Age idea that humans are inherently divine and the Mor- 
mon doctrine that humans can progress to deity.35 Yet Paul 
clearly teaches that there is but one God and one mediator 
between God and finite, sinful humans—Jesus Christ (1 Tim- 
othy 2:5,6). While God is unlimited in his knowledge, humans 
will always be limited in what they know, both in this life and 
the next. Paul exclaims, “Oh, the depth of the riches of the 
wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judg- 
ments, and his paths beyond tracing out” (Romans 11:33). 


WORSHIP 


The concept of worship, so central to the Bible’s message, is 
entirely alien to Eadie’s account. She never worships Jesus 
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or the Father, nor do any of the other spiritual beings she en- 
counters. Although the Bible does not record any near-death 
experiences (something we will take up in chapter 8), the first 
chapter of the book of Revelation tells of the apostle John’s 
encounter with the resurrected and exalted Christ. John, a 
committed follower of Jesus Christ, beheld the glory of Christ 
face-to-face. But instead of being “embraced by the light,” 
John fell on his face as a dead man. So overwhelming was the 
presence of Jesus that John prostrated himself in trembling 
worship. Afterward, Jesus comforted him, saying, “Do not be 
afraid. I am the First and the Last” (Revelation 1:17). In the 
biblical account, there is first awe and worship, and then com- 
fort (see also Isaiah 6:1-8). In Eadie’s account, there is only 
comfort. 

When Eadie says she was “embraced by the light,” so that 
she couldn’t tell where her own light left off and the divine light 
began, it sounds like the New Age theme of merging and fus- 
ing with God. Eadie harmonizes with another New Age idea 
when she speaks of having always been a part of Jesus, which 
would mean she shared the same divine essence.*° In a passage 
that might bring mystical chills to anyone enthralled with the 
New Age, Eadie says that during her near-death experience 
she gazed upon a rose, and “felt God in the plant, in me, his 
love pouring into us. We were all one.”’37 If “‘all is one,” there 
is no One to worship. 

Yet the apostle Paul taught that although God is revealed through 
Jesus Christ, he “lives in unapproachable light” (1 Timothy 
6:16). This clearly distinguishes the transcendent God from 
any of his creatures. The book of Revelation is filled with 
saints and angels worshiping before the throne of this tran- 
scendent God (Revelation 5). Eadie and her angels have other 
things on their minds. 


How CurIsTIAN Is IT? 31 


DEMONS AND HELL 


Embraced by the Light also omits any reference to hell. Eadie 
does refer to Satan and demons, but apparently they are un- 
successful in seducing anyone into hell. She teaches that all 
humans will return to their heavenly home through Jesus, thus 
excluding any divine punishment for the unrepentant. (It is 
unclear whether she thinks Satan and the demons will return to 
God.) 

The Jesus of the New Testament, however, often preached 
on the awful state of those who reject the love of God. And he 
was not afraid to highlight the eternal torment of those whose 
actions betray their lack of trust in him (Matthew 25:46). In 
warning of spiritual imposters, Jesus declared: 


Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will 
enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who 
does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day 
many will say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we not proph- 
esy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, 
and do many deeds of power in your name?” Then I 
will declare to them, “I never knew you; go away 
from me, you evildoers” (Matthew 7:21-23 NRSV). 


SPIRIT GUIDES 


Whatare we to make of Eadie’s “Warring Angels,” or of the 
strange but lovable “monks” who assist her spiritual sojourn? 
She portrays them as benevolent spirit beings, but a biblically 
oriented approach cautions us to look beneath appearances. 
The Bible does speak of angels as God’s messengers and in- 
struments (Psalm 34:7; Hebrews 1:14). But according to many 
New Testament passages, clever impostors also populate the 
spiritual plane with intent to deceive the unwary. Satan him- 
self can masquerade as an angel of light and his fallen angels as 
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servants of righteousness (2 Corinthians 11:14). Assuming that 
Eadie had the NDE as she describes it (something we will dis- 
cuss in chapter 7), her monastic escorts may well have been less 
than saintly, for the message Eadie received from them and the 
other spiritual beings is at odds with the Bible’s teaching. Not 
everyone wearing a robe is reliable.38 Fallen angels can lie; 
they can promise a false heaven. 


HEAVEN 


Eadie’s heaven is a place of magnificent wonders and intense 
fulfillment. She rhapsodizes about the embrace of Jesus and 
the warmth of his unconditional love. For Eadie, heaven is our 
natural right; it is where we all will return; there is no threat of 
forfeiture. She even states that she knew she was “worthy” of 
Jesus’ unconditionally loving embrace.9 (She does not explain 
how one can be worthy of unconditional love.) These home- 
coming themes resonate within all of us because, as Solomon 
observed, God has put eternity in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11), 
though we remain exiled far from the place for which we yearn. 

If we turn to the Bible’s explanation for our frustrated yearn- 
ings for eternity, we find that human rebellion against God’s rule 
has severed our connection with the Creator. After our first 
parents’ disobedience, God barred them and their descendants 
from eating of the tree of life, so that no one would be permit- 
ted to live forever in the state of sinfulness that henceforth 
would characterize humanity. Death came as a punishment for 
sin (Genesis 3:22-24; Romans 5:12-14). 

Nevertheless, God provided a means of reconciliation for 
those who desire the everlasting life that they can never achieve 
on their own. Heaven is not a natural entitlement, not a human 
right, not a guarantee; for we are all unworthy of God. Heaven 
is the fulfillment of all that is good and true and beautiful, but it 
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will be enjoyed only by those who humble themselves in repen- 
tance before God and accept his love as demonstrated through 
the sacrifice of Jesus, who is the “Lamb of God” and the focus 
of heaven’s worship. C.S. Lewis put it well: 


In the end that Face which is the delight or the 
terror of the universe must be turned upon each of 
us, either with one expression or with the other, 
either conferring glory inexpressible or inflicting 
shame that can never be cured or disguised.4° 


Only for the adopted citizens of heaven, who have been re- 
deemed through Jesus Christ’s atonement, will the tree of life 
bloom again (Revelation 22:1-5). 


ALLISON’S STORY 


Unbiblical ideas about life and death may lead to tragic 
consequences. Allison (“Alli”) Bierma was a popular, bright, 
active, and attractive 18-year-old high school senior from 
Greeley, Colorado, who was headed for college in the fall of 
1994. Although Alli had been involved in a Christian church 
and had the support of a loving family, her life took a troubling 
turn. Her boyfriend went through a crisis of faith that was fol- 
lowed by depression and, tragically, his suicide. 

Her family did not think Alli had been feeling suicidal or 
overly despondent. But on May 19, 1994, just a few days after 
her boyfriend’s death, she disappeared. Her car was found in 
Rocky Mountain National Park, and a massive search began. 
After nearly three weeks, her body was found on June 5 at the 
bottom of a cliff. An eight-page, handwritten suicide note was 
in her pocket. 

In the hope that her story might warn others, Alli’s parents 
talked to me at length and let me read a copy of the note. As I 
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read and reread Alli’s note, I didn’t detect the anger or deep 
despair often found in suicidal statements. She was clearly dis- 
tressed over her boyfriend’s death, but it seemed from the note 
that her decision to commit suicide was prompted more by 
anticipation of the afterlife than by disappointment with this 
life. 

In the note, Alli underscored her love for her family and friends 
and urged them not to let her death bring them down. She told 
her family that “we must have planned to come to this world 
together and be a family a long time ago.” She emphasized her 
longing to go “home” to be with “my Heavenly Father.” Alli 
wrote that she could have learned more lessons on earth, but, 
“I will always continue to grow no matter where I am.” She 
told her readers “to take some peace in knowing that I do not 
judge myself harshly,” and to “take comfort in knowing that if 
God still wants me on this earth, I will not leave. . . . I will be 
more than willing to return if God asks me to.” Alli asked her 
parents to “pray that I may have assistance on the other side.” 
She said that “death is not so bad” and that on “the other side” 
she would be reunited with her boyfriend and eventually with 
everyone mentioned in the note. Near the end of the letter, Alli 
wrote, “Soon, we will all be together dancing and playing.” 

By now, Alli’s comments should sound familiar. Her parents 
told me that Alli had read Embraced by the Light about six months 
prior to writing her suicide note, and that she had read it again 
shortly before she drove to the mountains, hiked to the top of a 
cliff, and plunged to her death. Her parents are convinced that 
some of the ideas expressed in the book played a key role in 
their daughter’s death. : 

Certainly, a variety of factors apart from Eadie’s book con- 
tributed to Alli’s suicide—not the least of which was her boy- 
friend’s suicide. Moreover, Betty Eadie never recommends or 
in any manner directly encourages suicide anywhere in Em- 
braced by the Light. In fact, at one point Eadie even states that 
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“we must never consider suicide” because this would deny us 
“opportunities for further development while here on earth.”4! 

Nevertheless, the overall spirit and gist of Eadie’s book does 
seem to glorify death and regard earthly life as something of 
a necessary evil. For example, at the end of her NDE, Eadie 
refused to leave the spirit world, crying out, “I’m through with 
earth!’’42 She did not agree to return until the men in charge*3 
promised to bring her “back home” as soon as possible. She 
was “not willing to spend a minute on earth longer than was 
necessary.””44 And after Eadie had recovered from her surgery 
and had returned home, she “wanted terribly to return” to the 
“beauty and peace of the spirit world.” It was with difficulty 
that she emerged from her depression and ceased “loathing” 
this life and “praying for death.”45 Moreover, Eadie’s belief 
that we choose how we live and even how we die could also lead 
a person to conclude that her life is hers to give—or to take— 
however she pleases.4° In view of these and other considera- 
tions, I believe Alli’s parents may be correct in thinking that 
the unbiblical and overly romantic view of death and the after- 
life that is expressed in Embraced by the Light contributed to 
the fatal choice of an emotionally distressed young woman. 

Ina statement read at Alli’s funeral, her father, who became 
a Christian through the ordeal, wrote: 


Alli fell victim to subtle distortions of the truth. 
She was searching for an end to the pain she was 
feeling inside. ... She read books and developed 
concepts that glorified death and made her hunger 
“to go home.” . .. However, the only way to get 
closer to God is through His Word, and that Word 
can only be found in the Bible.47 


If Allison Bierma had been firmly grounded in the Word of 
God, she would have been less susceptible to being influenced 
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by appealing but false doctrine. If she had been thinking bibli- 
cally, she would not have rationalized her suicide by believing 
that she and her family had been together in heaven before 
their earthly life, and that they would all be together in heaven 
again (even though her father was not a Christian when she 
wrote this in her note); that God would never reprove her no 
matter what hurtful things she may do, so she need not judge 
herself; that she would have the opportunity to choose to return 
to earth if her death were premature; that death is a glorious 
gateway to paradise for all those who pass through it; and that 
heaven is a place where everyone eventually will be reunited in 
eternal bliss. 

The teaching in Embraced by the Light differs from biblical 
teaching in several important respects. At many key points of 
disagreement the biblical view is more likely than Eadie’s to 
restrain a person from suicide. Eadie’s book teaches: 1) there is 
no hell or punishment in the afterlife for anyone, 2) heaven is 
everyone’s eternal home no matter what, 3) death is not to be 
feared by anyone for any reason, 4) God is not to be feared by 
anyone for any reason, 5) we have no ultimate responsibility 
before God for any wrongdoing, 6) we choose when and where 
we come to earth, 7) the person who is near death chooses 
whether or not to return to earth, 8) the purpose of life is the 
spiritual development of the self, which continues for everyone 
after death, 9) embodied, earthly life is a spiritual constraint, 
from which we are released at death. 

By contrast, the biblical view of life and death emphasizes: 
1) our life on earth as a gift from God that we have no right 
to resent, 2) our moral accountability to a holy God for the 
obedient stewardship of our life, 3) hope of eternal life, which 
comes only through trusting in the atoning work of Jesus Christ, 
4) death as an enemy that will be finally defeated only at the 
end of the age, 5) faith that any earthly situation can be re- 
deemed by God for good, 6) the need to stay alive in order to 
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evangelize others so that they might inherit heaven and avoid 
hell. 

It is not our right to choose when to be born or when to die, 
or how to proceed with our “eternal progress.” But it is our 
responsibility to live in obedience to a sovereign, holy, and lov- 
ing God. 


A QUESTIONABLE LIGHT 


Not only does Eadie’s account diverge from biblical teaching 
in many ways, it also differs from what many other near-death 
experiencers have said about the life beyond, as we will see in 
upcoming chapters. It is significant that those who claim to 
give us experiential evidence for an afterlife often cannot agree 
on just what that life is or how we should prepare for it. 

In order to make sense of these diverse claims, we need 
to understand the nature of the NDE and how to evaluate it. 
Eadie’s story represents only one kind of NDE. Many others 
pose their own problems and contradictions. A number of sig- 
nificant questions remain to be asked. Did these near-death 
experiencers really die? Why are so many NDEs similar? Why 
do many differ? What are the spirit beings and the light that so 
many encounter? Is it possible to be deceived by this light? 
Should we believe what the near-death experiencer says about 
Jesus if it contradicts what Jesus said about himself? Do these 
experiences support any one religious view? Can these experi- 
ences be an initiation into the occult? How do they relate to 
Christianity—a movement whose followers claim was started 
by a man who rose from the dead? Why are so many people 
transformed after an NDE? Are NDEs igniting a higher form 
of consciousness or a higher stage of human evolution, as some 
New Age enthusiasts claim? We will explore these and other 
critical matters throughout the rest of the book. 
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THE BIBLE AND BETTY EADIE 


ON SPIRITUAL TRUTH 
The Bible Embraced by the Light 
GOD 
One God, in three eternal The Father is separate from 
persons (Deuteronomy 6:4; Jesus (p. 47) 
Matthew 28:18-20) A glorified Man (p. 61) 
JESUS 
God Incarnate (John 1:1-3,14) A God (p. 44) 


The Savior from sin through his Advanced spirit brother (p. 47) 
cross (Romans 5:1-9) 


Has authority over life and Does not have authority 
death (Revelation 1:18) (pp. 118-19) 
Worshiped in heaven Not worshiped in heaven 
(Revelation 5) (pp. 40-53) 

HOLY SPIRIT 
Equally God with the Father Mentioned only as “the Spirit of 
and the Son (Acts 5:3,4) God” (p. 110) 
Holy (Ephesians 4:30) Never regarded as holy 
Illuminator of God’s truth Not mentioned 
(Ephesians 3:5) 

HUMANS 

Begin at conception (Psalm Exist as spirits before taking 
139:13-16) bodies (p. 31) 
Did not help create the world Helped create the world (p. 47) 


(John 1:3; Job 38:4) 
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Bible Fi Embraced by the Light 
RELIGIONS 

There is one true faith which All religions serve a good 

Christ commissioned his purpose (p. 45) 


disciples to preach to the world 
(Matthew 28:18-20) 


Jesus is the only way to God 
(John 14:6; Acts 4:12) 


Non-Christian religions are not 
acceptable (Acts 17:29-31) 


Eve sinned (1 Timothy 2:14) 


We are sinful by nature 
(Romans 3) 


We sin against a holy God 
(Psalm 51:4) 


All religions are “stepping 
stones” to God (p. 45) 


We should never judge a non- 
Christian religion (p. 46) 


Eve did not sin (p. 109) 


Not sinful by nature, only 
ignorant (pp. 49-50) 

“Sin” is only breaking natural 
laws (pp. 54-61) 


SALVATION 


By faith alone through Christ 
alone (Ephesians 2:8,9) 

By trusting in Christ (Matthew 
11:28-30) 


By gaining knowledge; eternal 
progress (p. 45) 

By trusting ourselves; looking 
within (p. 94) 


AFTERLIFE 


Heaven or hell (Matthew 25:46) 


All return to heaven through 
Jesus (p. 85) 
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Bible Embraced by the Light 


WORSHIP 
Essential to our relationship to a Not mentioned 
holy God (John 4:23) 


BASIS FOR DISCERNING SPIRITS 


Biblical truth, not feelings Feelings, not biblical truth 
(1 John 4:1-4) (pp. 30-31, 41-42) 


a) 


WHAT HAPPENS IN 
A NEAR-DEATH 
EXPERIENCE? 


Dear God, 
What is it like when a person dies? Nobody will tell 
me. I just want to know, I don't want to do it. 
Your friend, 
Mike 
—A child’s letter to God 


Th the past 20 years, there has been an explosion of interest 
in NDEs. Scientists, theologians, philosophers, and other 
intrigued mortals have kept themselves busy trying to fathom 
the meaning of near-death experiences. But the NDE is not 
only a recent phenomenon. Medieval religion, for example, 
was very aware of people who said they had died and returned 
to life. Interestingly, these experiences were used to reinforce 
the religious ideals of the day. Several themes recur in me- 
dieval stories: the river of hell that terrorized the traveler, 
the flowery meadows of paradise beckoning, the throngs of 
heaven, the test-bridge on which one must travel without fall- 
ing off into hell, and the externalization or recounting of deeds 
before God.! 
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During the modern period, otherworldly journeys continued 
to be reported and explored, but without meriting as much at- 
tention. Modern science and medicine tended to define reality 
narrowly by restricting it to the material realm. Consciousness 
was believed to end with the death of the body, and NDEs were 
discounted as hallucinations or even insanity.” 

In our day, Raymond Moody overturned much of this skep- 
ticism. His rather modest first book triggered a revival of 
interest in the NDE. 


RAYMOND Moopy: 
CREATING A PARADIGM 


As a philosophy undergraduate, Raymond Moody was im- 
pressed by a lecture given by George Ritchie in 1965 concern- 
ing his postmortem experience, which later was published and 
became the bestseller Return from Tomorrow (1978). After 
receiving a Ph.D. in philosophy, Moody began to collect stories 
of similar experiences. While in medical school he published 
Life After Life (1975), dedicated to Ritchie, as an informal 
account of 50 people he had interviewed in depth concerning a 
pattern of strange “death” experiences. The book featured a 
warm foreword by the pioneering student of death and dying, 
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, author of On Death and Dying, who 
said that Moody’s work “‘very much coincides with my own 
research.”"4 

In the foreword to another Moody book, The Light Beyond 
(1988), noted sociologist and novelist Andrew Greeley pro- 
posed that Moody “has achieved a rare feat in the quest for 
human knowledge: he has created a paradigm.”’> Greeley was 
referring to Moody’s earlier coining of the term “near-death 
experience” in his bestselling Life After Life. Moody coined 
the term to designate accounts of conscious experiences by 
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people who were considered clinically dead by medical person- 
nel or others. (We will discuss the concept of “clinical death” 
in more detail in chapter 7, but for now we can understand it to 
mean the cessation of vital biological functions.) Moody not 
only created a paradigm, or theoretical model, in his designa- 
tion and description of the NDE, he also inspired a genre of 
writing that took the publishing world by storm. 

Although Life After Life was advertised as establishing 
“proof” of an afterlife, Moody himself was much more cau- 
tious with his conclusions. He knew his research was strictly 
anecdotal and not scientific.© That is, his subjects were not 
part of a randomly selected sample, and he did not use the 
quantifiable methods of empirical science (although the book 
did inspire scientific studies). Rather than attempting to pro- 
vide proof of the afterlife, Moody was content to correlate 
these unusual but recurring near-death experiences with the 
religious teachings about the afterlife found in the Bible, Plato, 
The Tibetan Book of the Dead, and the works of eighteenth- 
century mystic Emanuel Swedenborg. Nevertheless, Moody 
knew he was on to something significant. He concludes Life 
After Life insightfully: 


If the experiences of the type which I have dis- 
cussed are real, they have very profound implica- 
tions for what everyone of us is doing with his life. 
For, then it would be true that we cannot fully under- 
stand this life until we catch a glimpse of what lies 
beyond it.” 


For all his tentativeness and apologies for not being scien- 
tific, Moody ignited a revolution in how people thought about 
life after death. The lid had been opened; the fascination with 
NDE testimonies would continue to grow. 
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What captivated so many readers were Moody’s stories about 
people who, though clinically dead, did not lose consciousness 
but witnessed amazing things that seemed to conform to a 
basic pattern characterizing the NDE. From these stories, 
Moody identified 15 “common stages or events in the experi- 
ence of dying.”8 These were not uniformly experienced by his 
subjects but were a composite of elements mentioned by those 
interviewed. He also emphasized that some people who had 
been clinically dead reported no experiences. And Moody’s 
general picture included the experiences of people who came 
close to clinical death but did not actually die.? To highlight the 
similarities, we will compare Moody’s common stages with 
Betty Eadie’s account in Embraced by the Light (published 17 
years after Moody’s first book). 


COMMON ELEMENTS IN 
NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES 


1. Ineffability. Near-death experiencers (NDErs) commonly 
report experiences in which time and space are so strangely 
changed that it is difficult to describe in words. Of course, this 
doesn’t stop NDErs from trying to describe their experiences, 
yet they do so with some effort. Eadie herself sometimes strains 
to find the right words, but she doesn’t hesitate to try to de- 
scribe the majesty of her experience. 


2. Hearing the news. Near-death experiencers usually report 
learning that they had died. They may hear a doctor or other 
medical personnel pronounce their death. One woman, whose 
heart stopped because of a drug allergy, heard the radiologist 
say to her doctor, “Dr. James, I’ve killed your patient.””!° Betty 
Eadie claims to have heard a nurse say, ““We’ve lost her,” when 
she was hospitalized at age four.!! Yet she reports no such 
statement during her 1973 NDE; she claims no one was present 
at the time. 
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3. Feelings of peace and quiet. Many NDEts speak of having 
feelings of tranquillity and a sense of well-being at the initial 
stages of their otherwise disorienting experience. They often 
remark about the transition from being in pain and distress to 
feeling great peace. One man who “died” from wounds suf- 
fered in Vietnam said, “There was no pain, and I’ve never felt 
so relaxed. I was at ease and it was all good.”!? After her 
“death,” Eadie speaks of feeling “no discomfort at all.”"'5 


4. The noise. People often report buzzing or ringing noises 
at the early stages of their NDEs, either pleasant or unpleasant. 
Eadie speaks of a “soft buzzing sound in [her] head’”’!4 and of 
“a deep rumbling, rushing sound.” !5 


5. The dark tunnel. Many say they were pulled quickly through 
a long, dark space (tunnel, cave, funnel, valley) at the same 
time as they heard the noise.'© Eadie’s chapter “The Tunnel” 
describes this.!7 


6. Out of the body. One of the oddest and most remarkable 
aspects of many NDEs is the sensation of being lifted out of 
one’s physical body so as to observe it from a distance, often 
with a feeling of calm detachment. Many observe what's going 
on in the hospital room or at the site where they had just “died.” 
When they try to communicate with those left behind, they are 
not seen or heard. Eadie speaks of her spirit being drawn out 
through her chest, after which she observed that her body was 
“younger and prettier than I had remembered, and now it was 
dead.”"18 


7. Meeting others. Spirits, angels, and deceased relatives or 
friends are often part of an NDE. Moody reports one woman 
who saw multitudes of deceased people hovering around the 
ceiling of a hospital room.'9 Other people report seeing as- 
sorted spirit beings who are not identifiable as ever having 
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been earthlings. Eadie recounts her monkish angels and var- 
ious other spirit entities. 


8. The being of light. One of the most controversial aspects 
of the NDE is the appearance of a luminous entity, which is 
often the most extraordinary and momentous element of the 
experience. This light usually is understood to be a person who 
radiates unconditional love and acceptance. Moody notes that 
though the description of the being is the same for all those 
who encounter it, the being is identified in different ways. 
Some say it is Jesus Christ; others an angel; others simply a 
being of light. This being communicates without words in a 
kind of mind-to-mind telepathic link. One woman said the 
being “asked if I was ready to die, or what I had done with my 
life that I wanted to show him.”20 According to Moody, the 
being never condemns and may even express some humor. This 
is certainly how Eadie explains being embraced by the light 
she calls Jesus.?! 


9. The life-review. The being of light often initiates a com- 
prehensive replay of one’s life, displayed in a panoramic or 
multidimensional manner (although this may occur without 
the being of light being present). As a result, individuals often 
better understand their past experiences and gain new insight 
into the consequences of their actions, both good and bad. One 
of Moody’s cases said, “The best thing I can think of to com- 
pare it to is a series of pictures; like slides. It was just like 
someone was clicking off slides in front of me, very quickly.”’22 
Eadie calls it “holographic” because it is more than normal 
remembering; it is like a highly compressed and vivid reex- 
periencing of events.?3 


10. The border or limit. In a few instances, people report a 
place of demarcation, often viewed as a body of water, a gray 
mist, a fence, ora line. Moody speculates that each image may 
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express an underlying root experience, but he doesn’t suggest 
what that might be. One woman saw a shoreline where de- 
ceased relatives were inviting her to join them. She refused.24 
Eadie does not relate anything like this. 


11. Coming back. Moody says that the further one goes into 
an NDE, the less one desires to return to physical life. Some 
say they came back to help their families, some believe they 
were sent back by the being of light, and others say they were 
drawn back through the desires of loved ones. Some returned 
to their bodies without any explanation. Eadie argued strongly 
with Jesus and a “council of men” against her return; but after 
being shown her “mission,” she acquiesced.?5 


12. Telling others. Most people are profoundly motivated to 
tell others about their experience, which they believe to be real 
and not imaginary. One person said, “It was nothing like an 
hallucination. I have had hallucinations once. . . and this expe- 
rience was nothing like. . . them at all.”2© Moody also found 
that some persons were reticent to discuss their NDEs because 
they feared being misunderstood. In 1975 Moody wrote that he 
knew of no NDEr who had “gone out to preach about his expe- 
rience ona full time basis.”’27 This, of course, is no longer true. 
Today there is less skepticism regarding the NDE, due largely 
to bestsellers such as Eadie’s book and Dannion Brinkley’s 
Saved by the Light (1994). Although Eadie seems never to have 
doubted the spiritual reality of her NDE, she waited nearly 20 
years to publish it. 


13. Transformations. Moody notes that “there is remark- 
able agreement in the ‘lessons,’ as it were, which have been 
brought back from these close encounters with death.”?® The 
two most emphasized “lessons” are the need to cultivate love 
for others and the desire to grow in knowledge. Most NDErs’ 
vision “left them with new goals, new moral principles, and a 
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renewed determination to try to live in accordance with them, 
but with no feelings of instantaneous salvation or of moral 
infallibility.”29 Moody also reported that in “a very small 
number of cases, persons have told me that after their experi- 
ences they seemed to acquire or to notice faculties of intuition 
bordering on the psychic.”’30 (We will see in later chapters 
that other researchers believe that the incidence of psychic 
powers is significantly higher.) Eadie reports that her life was 
revolutionized by her NDE, that she was saved from religious 
confusion and the fear of God and death,#! and that since then 
she has continued to have experiences with the spirit world. 


14. New views of death. Moody noticed that almost everyone 
he interviewed was no longer afraid of death. This doesn’t 
mean that they now advocate suicide, or long for death, or do 
not fear the unpleasantness of a fatal illness. But they now 
believe they will survive their own death and that their afterlife 
will be blissful. One person commented, “I don’t fear death. 
...I don’t feel bad at funerals anymore. I kind of rejoice at 
them, because I know what the dead person has been through.””33 

Moody also noticed that no one painted a “mythological” 
picture of heaven and hell, and that the idea of a “reward- 
punishment model of the afterlife is abandoned and disavowed 
even by many who had been accustomed to thinking in those 
terms.”’34 In Moody’s cases, the being of light never condemned 
a person’s sinful deeds, but responded with understanding and 
even humor. The idea of “cooperative development towards 
the ultimate end of self-realization’”’ replaced the notion of 
“unilateral judgment” by God.35 (Other NDE researchers, 
however, have found people reporting hell-like experiences; 
these will be considered in chapter 5.) The popular NDE picture 
of a nonjudgmental being who encourages “self realization” 
(God-consciousness) is very much what Eadie describes.3¢ 


WHAT HAPPENS IN A NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE? 49 


15. Corroboration. Moody maintains that some out-of-the- 
body experiences that occur in NDEs can be corroborated. People 
claim to have watched the procedures performed on their dead 
bodies and later to have “amazed their doctors and others with 
reports of events they had witnessed while out of the body.”’37 
One girl claims to have gone out of her body from her hospital 
room and to have observed her sister in another room crying, 
“Oh Kathy, please don’t die.” She later baffled her sister by 
describing where she had been and the exact words of her 
lament.38 Eadie says she observed her family during her NDE, 
but she doesn’t mention any corroboration of this from them.3? 


In his next book, Reflections on Life After Life (1977), Moody 
drew on more NDEs and found four more rare but nevertheless 
recurring elements. 


1. The vision of knowledge. Some NDErs spoke of experi- 
encing a timeless realm, sometimes called a school or library, 
where all knowledge exists simultaneously. People reported 
being able to capture this knowledge and become temporarily 
all-knowing. A young woman told Moody, “Knowledge and 
information are readily available—all knowledge. . . . You ab- 
sorb knowledge. . . . You all of a sudden know the answers.”’40 
Yet this knowledge and ability is lost upon returning to the 
body. Eadie’s story echoes this experience.*! 


2. Cities of light. Several postmortem voyagers claim to 
have glimpsed cities of intense brightness and equanimity. 
This prompted Moody to revise his earlier comment that he 
had not heard of heavenly visions in the biblical sense. One 
woman described a city in which there were separate build- 
ings, gleaming and bright. “People were happy in there. There 
were sparkling foundations. . . a city of light.”4? Eadie’s elab- 
orate rendition of heavenly landscapes makes Moody’s look 
bland, although she doesn’t speak of a city of light.43 
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3. A realm of bewildered spirits. Some NDErs report inhab- 
itants of the other side who are not immersed in bliss; in 
fact, some seem downright confused. Moody thinks that these 
beings are unable to cut free of their terrestrial attachments or 
that their awareness is dulled in relation to other spirit beings, 
and that they must remain in this state until they can work 
through their inabilities to ascend. Others speak of these human 
spirits’ frustrations at not being able to communicate with 
people on earth.*4 Eadie alludes to something like this when 
she describes those in the dark tunnel who are not moving 
ahead but are lingering or stuck.45 


4. Supernatural rescuers. Some of Moody’s examples in- 
clude only brushes with death and not clinical death, so they 
don’t qualify as NDEs. In this context, several individuals 
mentioned a supernatural being who saved them from impend- 
ing death. But Moody does report one person who, given up as 
dead by doctors, was commanded to breathe by a voice taken 
to be God. Breathe this person did, and lived to tell about it.4° 
Eadie doesn’t speak of supernatural rescuers saving her from 
death, but she does mention angels who protected her from 
demons after her NDE.47 


Despite the care with which he framed his reports and ex- 
planations, Moody, the philosopher, still had to admit that his 
work did not meet with the exacting standards of scientific 
investigation. But he did chart several ways in which other 
researchers could pursue the matter scientifically.48 In the next 
chapter we move our discussion from the realm of anecdotes 
(stories that are not rigorously scrutinized) to more serious 
scientific studies of the NDE. 


fin itinatnsee seth 


SCIENTIFIC 
INVESTIGATIONS 


Death is never at a loss for occasions. 
—Greek epigram 


Raymond Moody's challenge to study the near-death experi- 
ence more scientifically was taken up quickly by two serious re- 
searchers, psychologist Kenneth Ring and cardiologist Michael 
Sabom. Moody welcomed and recommended their work. In 
fact, “he told a Charlottesville conference on near-death studies 
in October 1982, ‘If you want to read anything on the subject 
and haven’t, I would not recommend my books now, but rather 
defer entirely to Kenneth’s and Michael’s books.’ ””! 


KENNETH RING: 
NEw AGE RESEARCHER 


Long before he encountered Moody’s work, Kenneth Ring 
was strongly interested in “altered states of consciousness.” 
A professor of psychology at the University of Connecticut, 
Ring did a 13-month study of NDEs, which lifted him out of his 
depression, reoriented his professional activities, and produced 
“an extended spiritual awakening.” In the preface to his Life 
at Death: A Scientific Investigation of the Near-Death Expe- 
rience (1980), Ring expressed the hope that his book would 
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produce a similar effect in his readers—a confession not often 
found in scientific studies. 

Ring used scientific procedures to study a broad sampling of 
102 survivors of cardiac arrest. He was interested in learning 
the nature of the near-death experience, the factors that might 
increase the likelihood of having one, and what its aftereffects 
might be. Of the 102 cardiac-arrest survivors, 48 had experi- 
enced an NDE. The 54 non-experiencers (those who had had 
cardiac arrests without NDEs) provided a control group, which 
had been lacking in Moody’s investigations. Ring devised vari- 
ous measures for interviewing the 48 NDErs and for describing 
and recording their experiences. His formal findings tended to 
confirm Moody’s informal work in many ways. But instead of 
coming up with 15 common elements of NDEs, Ring found five 
features that he called the “core experience.” He writes: 


We now have sufficient scientific grounds for as- 
serting that there is a consistent and remarkable 
experiential pattern that often unfolds when an in- 
dividual is seemingly about to die. I will call this 
reliable near-death pattern the core experience.* 


These core elements, in order of their occurrence, are feelings 
of peace, body separation (an out-of-the-body experience), 
entering the darkness, seeing the light, and entering the light. 
Usually, however, all five stages do not occur in one experi- 
ence, and the earlier elements are more common than the later 
ones. For instance, only 10 percent of the NDErs entered the 
light, while 60 percent felt peaceful.> 

Ring also described other NDE elements similar to Moody’s, 
such as the life-review and the transformative effects of the 
NDE. Oddly, none of Ring’s subjects spoke of a being of light, 
though some did refer to a “presence.” For several reasons, 
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however, Ring was not bothered by this apparent discrepancy 
between his research and Moody’s accounts. First, the being of 
light had been reported by other NDE investigators besides 
Moody, which gave the phenomenon credibility outside of 
Ring’s study. Second, although the being of light did not appear 
in Ring’s study, the experience of light and a presence were 
documented. Third, the being of light is more likely to occur in 
cases of extended clinical death, which Ring’s study didn’t 
involve. Fourth, if experiencing the being of light is rare, it 
might be that Ring’s study was too small to include instances of 
its occurrence.© 

According to Ring’s study, previous religious involvement 
did not significantly affect the likelihood of having an NDE. 
Those who clinically died without having an NDE did not 
change their religious ideas, but those who did have an NDE 
became much more spiritually sensitive afterward. This in- 
cluded “a sense of being closer to God, feeling more prayerful, 
taking less interest in formal religious services, but expressing 
greater tolerance for various forms of religious expression, 
and endorsing an attitude of religious universalism.”7? Ring 
referred to this as “spirituality” rather than “religion.” Typ- 
ically, the NDErs’ fear of death was significantly reduced or 
eliminated, and their view of death became positive, often 
with an openness to reincarnation.® Ring thus found the NDE 
to be far more than a clinical issue. It changed people’s lives. 

In his next book, Heading Toward Omega (1984), Ring specu- 
lated that the NDE is an integral part of the change in conscious- 
ness that is contributing to a global evolutionary advance. He 
breathlessly ends the book: 


NDErs and others who have had similar awak- 
enings may in some way prefigure our own plane- 
tary destiny, the next stage of human evolution, the 
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dazzling ascent toward Omega and the conscious 
reunion with the Divine.? 


Such speculation moves Ring beyond the experimental evi- 
dence.!° It demonstrates a kind of millennial hope that is often 
associated not only with the study of NDEs but also with the 
worldview of New Age intellectuals such as Marilyn Ferguson, 
Jean Houston, David Spangler, Fritjof Capra, and Deepak 
Chopra.!! 


MICHAEL SABOM’S 
UNEXPECTED DISCOVERIES 


Kenneth Ring’s ground-breaking scientific study was fol- 
lowed by Michael Sabom’s Recollections at Death: A Medical 
Investigation (1982). Unlike Ring, Sabom, a medical doctor, 
was quite skeptical of Moody’s claims, but he was interested 
enough to study the subject scientifically. He and another 
researcher, Sarah Kreutziger, conducted a five-year study of 
patients who had been ina near-death condition, whether from 
cardiac arrest, coma, accident, or another cause. These pa- 
tients were interviewed to see if they had undergone an NDE in 
their near-death states, and if so, what the experience was 
like.!2 

This research broadly supported Moody’s conclusions. Sabom 
found the following elements to be characteristic of the NDE: 
ineffability, a sense of timelessness, a heightened perception of 
reality, a sense that one had died, enhanced emotions, and sep- 
aration from the body.!3 

Sabom divided the experience into two parts: the autoscopic 
NDE and the transcendental NDE. The autoscopic aspect refers 
to viewing objects in the material world from a vantage point 
outside of one’s own body. The experience begins with observing 
one’s body and other people, hearing the goings-on, attempting 
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communication with the living, and traveling by thought; it 
concludes with the return to the body and telling others about 
the NDE.'4 Sabom claimed that those who had the autoscopic 
experience were later able to relate information about their 
own condition as well as that of others—details that they could 
not possibly have known through their clinically dead bodies. 
This claim has proven controversial, but Sabom believes that 
these out-of-the-body observations of actual physical objects 
are verifiable.!5 

The transcendental aspect of the NDE involves passing through 
adark region or void, seeing a brilliant source of light, describ- 
ing scenes of a new environment, encountering others (whether 
Jesus, spirits, angels, or other beings), having a life-review, 
and then returning to one’s body.!© 

Sabom found that most NDEs were either autoscopic or 
transcendental, but some had elements of both.!7 Both por- 
tions of the NDE occur out of one’s body; but the autoscopic 
portion involves experiencing the physical world, while the 
transcendental portion takes place outside the physical envi- 
ronment of the departed body and involves interaction with 
elements of the spirit world.'8 As did Moody and Ring, Sabom 
concluded that there were significant variations among NDEs, 
but that the variations tended to occur within certain general 
patterns. 

Sabom also found that neither a person’s “age, sex, race, 
area of residence, size of home community, years of education, 
occupation, religious background, or frequency of church atten- 
dance” seemed to influence the likelihood of having an NDE.!9 
Like Moody and Ring, he found that “almost every subject 
interviewed in this study indicated, in his own way, that his 
NDE had been a truly remarkable and important event in his 
life.”20 Some described the NDE as a “ ‘peak’ event that had 
done more to shape the depth and direction of life goals and 
attitudes than any previous single experience.”?! Anxiety over 
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death was drastically reduced, and the will to live was strength- 
ened. 

Contrary to Ring’s findings, Sabom saw no change in the 
basic religious beliefs of NDErs. Rather than being changed, 
the religious views of NDErs were “commonly strengthened 
by the experience itself,” and this was manifested in “a marked 
increase in formal religious activity and commitment.”22 This 
finding deviates markedly from Ring’s observation that NDErs 
tended to move away from traditional religion and toward a 
more private and New Age spirituality. 

The following dialogue illustrates the increase in traditional 
religious belief and practice that occurred as a result of one 
man’s NDE: 


Sabom: What do you think this episode [the NDE] was? 


Patient: 1 couldn’t really say, but I think that’s when 
Christ came into my life. . . . It completely 
changed everything as far as my way of living. 
Before that I drank beer and whiskey and a lot 
of things I wouldn’t do now. . . . I couldn’t wait 
until I got out of the hospital [after the NDE] 
to go to church. The pastor said he had never 
seen anyone so anxious to come forward and 
accept Christ as I was. 


Sabom: Before your experience, did you attend church? 


Patient: No. I never went to church.?3 


The patient went on to say that he was now serving “the good 
Lord” by working with the Veterans Volunteer Service, help- 
ing people in the hospital and playing tapes of his church’s 
services for them.24 
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MoORSE’s CHILDREN OF THE LIGHT 


While Moody’s books were popular but not scientific, Ring’s 
and Sabom’s were more scientific but not as popular. Another 
writer, Seattle pediatrician Melvin Morse (who wrote the 
introduction to Embraced by the Light), combined the popular 
with the scientific in two bestselling books, Closer to the Light 
(1990) and Transformed by the Light (1992). 

Morse’s fascination with the subject began with one of his 
young patients, Katie, who had been found floating facedown 
in a swimming pool. Although her chance of survival was only 
around ten percent, Morse was able to resuscitate her and she 
completely recovered, despite massive brain swelling and the 
need to have an artificial lung. When the shy nine-year-old 
recounted what had happened while she was being resusci- 
tated, Morse was stunned. Katie said she had been escorted 
through a tunnel with Elizabeth, whom she identified as a 
guardian angel. She met her deceased grandfather and two 
souls waiting to be born (a similarity to Betty Eadie’s account). 
She saw things that were happening at home, which her par- 
ents later verified. Then she saw “the Heavenly Father and 
Jesus.” When Jesus asked if she wanted to see her mother 
again, she said “yes” and found herself back in her body.25 

Morse began research on the NDEs of children in order to 
find answers to several questions. Does one need to be near 
death to have an NDE? Is there an area of the brain that is 
responsible for NDEs? Are there any aspects of NDEs that pre- 
vious research had missed? How do NDEs affect adults who 
had had them as children? 

To answer these questions, Morse initiated the “Seattle 
Study,” which involved a research team of eight people who 
were experts in various aspects of the NDE. Morse selected a 
control group of 121 children who had life-threatening condi- 
tions but were not near death.?° For the study group he chose 
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12 children who had clinically died and would have remained 
dead without resuscitation procedures. Both groups were in- 
terviewed about their religious beliefs and their experiences of 
being near death or of having a life-threatening sickness. 

The Seattle Study concluded that one must be near death to 
have an NDE, for only those in the study group (and no one in 
the control group) had ever experienced anything resembling 
an NDE.27 Also, the young NDErs reported the same kinds 
of core experiences that Moody, Ring, and Sabom had dis- 
covered, but with some differences. Children were much less 
likely to experience life-reviews, presumably because their 
lives till then had been short; and they were more likely than 
adults to decide for themselves to return to their bodies.?8 

Morse makes much of the experience of light, which he says 
occurs in “nearly every near-death experience of children.”29 
This experience, Morse thinks, may represent a “rebirth” 
after death.2° The children speak of a brilliant light that ra- 
diates love, forgiveness, and energy. Some descriptions are of 
a personal being; others speak more of an energy or power. 
Morse cited a report from another study in which a 14-year-old 
boy described the light as “all being, all beauty, all meaning 
for all existence. It was all the energy of the Universe forever 
in one place.”’3! Morse also maintained that some children 
have psychic experiences during their NDEs. He cited a report 
by one woman, who claims to have seen her future husband and 
two children during an NDE when she was a teenager.32 

Morse suggested that NDEs can be partially explained by 
the activity of an area of the brain which he calls the “seat of 
the soul.”’33 But he admitted that the phenomenon of light can- 
not be explained purely by physical causes.34 At any rate, he 
concluded (as did Moody, Ring, and Sabom) that the NDE has 
a transformative effect on those who experience it. And, like 
Ring, Morse wrote a second book, Transformed by the Light, in 
order to explore the aftereffects of the NDE. 
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Morse created the “Trarisformations Study” in order to 
answer the question: “Are there transformative effects from 
the near-death experience that can be documented?”35 He 
selected 350 subjects, 100 of whom had reported NDEs. The 
other 250 formed five different control groups. From his survey 
questions, Morse found that NDErs have less anxiety concern- 
ing death and a greater zeal for living compared with those 
who had not had NDEs. Typical NDEr responses about death 
included: “It’s not death, it’s another kind of life,” and “Death? 
Not worried about it at all.””36 

Near-death experiencers also showed a greater concern with 
expressing love and gaining knowledge, and they were better 
able to talk about their purposes for living. For example, Spencer 
Christian, weatherman on the “Good Morning America” tele- 
vision program, claims to have had a childhood NDE that left 
him with the strong feeling that “it is the purpose of my life to 
pass on as much positiveness as I can every day of my life with 
every person I meet.”37 

Morse claimed that as a result of their experiences NDErs 
showed signs of enhanced intellectual ability and expanded 
psychic ability. After studying NDEs for more than a decade, 
Morse concluded that virtually all the people who have had 
the experience—whether homemakers, lawyers, secretaries, 
journalists, musicians, or doctors—‘“report psychic experi- 
ences as a result of the NDE.”38 When asked, NDErs tend to 
believe they have greater abilities to predict the future. One 
woman, who had had an NDE after a suicide attempt at age 12, 
says, “On a regular basis, I dream what will happen the next 
day.” She dreams about conversations before they happen, and 
she dreamed about the sudden death of her uncle due to a heart 
attack. Although he had been in perfect health, he died just as 
she had dreamed.39 The NDEts that Morse tested had had “more 
than four times the number of validated psychic experiences as 
the normal and seriously ill [control] group” and “twice the 
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number of verifiable psychic experiences as those we tested 
who claim to be psychic.””4° 

Morse believes that the NDE offers hope to us all. Conclud- 
ing Transformed by the Light, he writes: 


The knowledge that these visionary experiences 
at the point of death are real and transformative 
validates us as spiritual beings. These experiences 
teach us many things, but most important they show 
us that there is a foundation of life from which all of 
us spring... . 

Human beings have the ability to be inspired by a 
light which has the power to transform them. We do 
not have to die to learn from this experience. We 
only have to be open to its message.*! 


THE OUT-OF-THE-BODY EXPERIENCE 


Not all scientific investigators share Ring’s and Morse’s en- 
thusiasm about the reality and spiritual benefits of the NDE. A 
variety of scientific criticisms have attempted to show that it is 
nota genuine spiritual experience. Critics argue that the differ- 
ent aspects of the NDE—feelings of peace, leaving the body, 
the dark tunnel, the appearance of spirit beings, the being of 
light, and so forth—can be explained solely on the basis of 
neurochemical events in the brain. NDEs are simply hallucina- 
tions or misperceptions caused by the dying brain or by the 
effects of medication given to those in emergency situations. 
For such critics, there is no reason to believe that NDErs expe- 
rience anything outside of their physical bodies. If this is true, 
then the NDE tells us nothing about spiritual reality or the 
afterlife. 

Many of these criticisms are dealt with in the Appendix, “Is 
It All in the Brain?”—which concludes that there is strong 
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evidence that some NDEs have a spiritual component (which 
can include spiritual deception).4? But before finishing our 
overview of scientific research into the NDE, we should look at 
the one aspect that is most resistant to being explained away in 
terms of neurological function—namely, the viewing of one’s 
physical environment from outside of one’s body. This is gener- 
ally referred to as the out-of-the-body experience (OBE). 

Susan Blackmore, a skeptical psychologist, believes that 
the physical universe is all that exists, and that consciousness is 
limited to and dependent upon the physical brain; there is no 
immaterial soul that can be distinguished or separated from 
the body.*3 Therefore, she attempts to explain the OBE as 
nothing more than a sophisticated deception produced by the 
brain. 
' Blackmore herself experienced a full-blown OBE that did 
not involve an NDE but was induced by using hashish. After 
hovering near the ceiling, she moved through the roof and 
“clearly observed the red of the roofs and the row of chim- 
neys” before she flew “on to more distant places. . . . I visited 
Paris and New York and flew over South America.”’44 Black- 
more later discovered that the roofs she thought she saw were 
actually gray and not red and that the chimneys were not there 
at ail.45 This refuted the reality of her OBE. Blackmore’s OBE 
also included having a “duplicate body”’ that left her physical 
body; this is unlike the vast majority of OBEs that occur dur- 
ing an NDE.46 

Blackmore does not dismiss the OBE element of the NDE 
simply because something like it can occur during drug experi- 
ences. In fact, OBEs occur in a variety of settings and are 
experienced by 15 to 20 percent of the general population.47 
Blackmore argues that sensory deprivation and a distorted 
body image (confusion as to the parameters of one’s body) are 
important factors in causing OBEs. Because both of these fac- 
tors are present in many NDEs, they explain the occurrence of 
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an OBE without recourse to the idea that the soul has left the 
body.48 

Blackmore also claims that reports about actual events per- 
ceived during an OBE can be accounted for on the basis of a 
patient’s residual consciousness even while under an anesthetic 
(which has been documented) or in other “unconscious” states. 
In other words, the OBE is constructed out of one’s imagina- 
tion, one’s residual awareness while anesthetized or uncon- 
scious, and educated or lucky guesses as to what might have 
been happening while one was clinically dead.49 But can these 
natural factors adequately account for all OBEs? 

Sabom’s work on the OBE element of the NDE was ground- 
breaking and remains controversial. He studied 32 NDEs in 
which NDErs observed their bodies from the outside (what 
Sabom called ‘autoscopic descriptions’’).5° Of these, 26 
accounts involved only general descriptions of the scene of the 
clinically dead body. The lack of detailed description of the 
physical environment in these cases is explained, according to 
Sabom, by the NDErs’ preoccupation with the “unique and 
pleasant qualities of the experience” and their “overall amaze- 
ment at what was occurring.”’5! However, six of the NDErs did 
give detailed accounts, and Sabom found these cases to be 
unexplainable on the basis of natural phenomena. 

In one case, a middle-aged security guard from north Flor- 
ida had suffered a massive heart attack and cardiac arrest. 
Afterward, the man described the following emergency pro- 
cedures which had been administered to his clinically dead 
body: 


His body being lifted off the floor onto a stretcher; 
his legs being strapped to the stretcher; a sharp blow 
to his chest by a “doctor,” followed by manual chest 
compression; his body being wheeled down the ER 
hall on the stretcher to meet the emergency cart with 
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the defibrillator [shock device to restart the heart], 
cardiac monitor and other resuscitative equipment; 
the insertion of a plastic airway into his mouth; the 
cardiac monitor; the injection of medications into 
his heart; two attempts at cardiac defibrillation and 
the regaining of physical consciousness.5? 


This man’s description not only agreed with his medical rec- 
ords (which had not been made available to him), but portrayed 
the proper sequence of CPR technique. After getting to know 
the man, Sabom judged that he had no more than a “layman’s 
knowledge of medicine,” and that it was “evident that many of 
the details he recalled were given in response to my own prob- 
ings and were not volunteered, as might have been expected 
from an informed individual attempting to ‘reconstruct’ the 
events of the resuscitation from a detailed knowledge of the 
procedure.”’53 

Sabom was particularly struck by the fact that when he re- 
ferred to the electric defibrillation instruments by using the 
word paddles (their common medical term), the man objected. 
“They weren’t paddles, Doctor. They were round disks with a 
handle on them. No paddles.’’54 His description was quite 
accurate but showed his ignorance of medical jargon. 

In another case, a retired Air Force pilot had undergone an 
NDE during a massive heart attack and cardiac arrest. After- 
ward, he too described the activities of the medical personnel: 
an injection, the cardiac board placed behind his back, the 
movement of the defibrillator dials, the use of the paddles, the 
resulting jolt to his body from three separate shocks, the exter- 
nal cardiac massage, and the use of a pale-green oxygen mask. 

Although detailed medical records were not available, his 
description also corresponded to the procedures that normally 
would have been used in such a case—procedures the man said 
he was ignorant of before the NDE. Sabom was especially 
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impressed by the man’s detailed description of the defibrillator 
needles which perfectly matched the kind of machine used at 
the time. The man also used technical medical terms such as 
“lidocaine pushes,” “defibrillator,” and “watts-seconds,” 
which he says he learned while being out of the body and pay- 
ing close attention to the situation. Sabom was convinced that 
the man “would have no reason to lie about these statements.”55 

In the four other detailed accounts Sabom also found de- 
scriptions that matched the medical situations. None of the 
patients appeared to have had prior knowledge of the medical 
procedures that were performed. In one of these cases, a 60- 
year-old retired laborer described the goings-on outside the 
scene of his resuscitation. He told of seeing his wife, oldest 
son, and oldest daughter standing in the hospital hall at the 
time of his cardiac arrest. His family members later confirmed 
the accuracy of his description, and said that he could not phys- 
ically have seen them down the hall from where he lay uncon- 
scious.5° 

Betty Eadie also claims to have seen her family in their home 
while her body lay in the hospital bed.57 But in typical Eadie 
fashion, she gives no corroboration. 

In assessing his cases, Sabom concluded that the reports 
“appear to be fairly specific for the actual resuscitation being 
described and are not interchangeable with the clinical circum- 
stances of other near-death crisis events.”>® Therefore, these 
OBE reports could not be explained by saying that the patients’ 
prior knowledge of medical practice was generalized to fit the 
specific situation.59 d 

Blackmore believes that details of emergency situations 
could be gained after the event and then read back into it. But 
Sabom argues that the specific information which patients 
relate after their OBEs would not “likely be explained to a 
patient recovering from a cardiac arrest.””©° Moreover, one of 
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the patients Sabom interviewed said that when the attending 
doctor 


told me I had a close call and died... I told him, 
“Dr. B, I couldn’t have died. I knew everything that 
went on.” I told him when he came up under my right 
armpit and changed his mind and went to the other 
side. He said it was impossible and that I couldn’t 
have possibly seen that, and that I was legally dead 
at that time. He just shook his head. .. . And I asked, 
“Am I right?” He said, “Yes, you're right!’"®! 


Clearly, this man was not retelling what he had already been 
told about his medical crisis. All he knew was what he had seen 
during his OBE. 

Sabom was also impressed by the fact that this patient ob- 
served an extraction of blood during his OBE and later described 
it as an injection, for that is how it would have appeared when 
viewed from above by an untrained observer. Blackmore 
responded skeptically to this, pointing out that patients some- 
times can hear and feel what is happening while they are “un- 
conscious.” This particular patient probably felt the jab into 
his body and then remembered it later as a shot.©? However, it 
seems unlikely that the man would have felt the needle because 
he claimed that during his OBE he “had no feeling” ® and “felt 
no pain whatsoever.”®> Furthermore, NDErs always report 
losing all sensory contact with their body during the OBE and 
often speak of being jolted by pain upon returning to their 
bodies.% 

Even if some “unconscious” patients are somewhat con- 
scious of their medical treatment, it is improbable that this 
would have been the case with all 26 subjects cited by Sabom— 
especially considering the detailed accuracy of six of the re- 


ports. 
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Finally, the natural mechanisms that Blackmore uses to 
explain away OBEs cannot possibly apply to cases in which 
NDErs observed events at a considerable distance from their 
clinically dead bodies and which were afterward confirmed by 
others. The only naturalistic response to these kinds of OBE 
cases is simply to deny all such stories as fabrications or misin- 
terpretations. 

Documentation of corroborated OBE “sightings” has been 
infrequent in scholarly literature (although anecdotal reports 
of such things abound). However, a recent article in the Journal 
of Near-Death Studies gives three examples of verified percep- 
tion during the NDE. In one of these, a woman traveled up to 
the hospital roof during her NDE and saw ared shoe. She later 
told this to a “skeptical resident,” and he fetched a janitor who 
found the predicted shoe.®7 

It seems, then, that a merely physical explanation of the OBE 
aspect of the NDE cannot account for the kinds of remarkable 
evidence found in many reports. Science, therefore, has not 
disproved the claim that the soul leaves the body during the 
NDE.*®8 


MORE QUESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED 


If at least some NDEs are spiritually “real,” what kind of 
spiritual reality is encountered during the experience? What 
exactly is the message of the NDE? Should we be “open to it” 
as a stimulus to better living and better dying? Is there more to 
an NDE than meets the senses? As the study of NDEs has 
moved beyond the anecdotal to include the scientific, a general 
pattern has emerged. Many (but not all) people who clinically 
die continue to be conscious and to perceive things in both the 
physical and spiritual realm. Moreover, Moody, Ring, Sabom, 
and Morse report that in almost every case the NDE is an over- 
whelmingly positive experience.© 
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However, the positive NDE appears to be mostly a modern 
occurrence. The popular NDEs that we hear about today are 
quite unlike the near-death accounts that preceded our time. 
Modern NDEs dispense with 


the bad deaths, harsh judgment scenes, purgatorial 
torments, and infernal terrors of medieval visions; 
by comparison, the modern other world is a con- 
genial place, a democracy, a school for continuing 
education, and a garden of unearthly delights.7° 


Nonetheless, not a few modern NDErts have recounted bone- 
chilling and even hell-like experiences after clinical death. As 
we will see in the next chapter, one man frantically begged his 
resuscitating doctor not to lose him because, as he exclaimed, 
“T am in hell!” These unsettling accounts, as well as their spir- 
itual implications, must be fairly and seriously considered if 
the entire meaning of the NDE is to be understood. We will 
investigate the dark and frightening NDEs in the next chapter. 
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NEAR-HELL 
EXPERIENCES 


Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot 
kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can 
destroy both soul and body in hell. 


—Jesus Christ (Matthew 10:28) 


Th the first four chapters, we surveyed anecdotal reports and 
scientific research on the NDE, and discovered that it is no 
oddity. Near-death experiences have been testified to, system- 
atically studied by competent authorities, and certainly seem 
intensely real to whomever has one. But are these experiences 
reliable guides to the reality of the afterlife? Do they disclose 
that death is nothing to fear, that everyone is guaranteed an 
eternity of sublime peace and bliss? If so, then why do these 
seeming realities often disagree with each other? Even in NDEs 
that are blissful, the nature of the bliss and the identity of the 
being of light often are reported differently. And, contrary to 
what many evangelists of the afterlife would have us believe, not 
all NDEs are blissful. Researchers of the NDE have encoun- 
tered a variety of unpleasant near-death experiences; some 
even sound a lot like hell. 


PARADISE Lost 
Maurice Rawlings is a cardiologist who has resuscitated 
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dozens of patients. The experience of resuscitating one patient 
in particular inspired him to write Beyond Death's Door (1978). 
While he was testing a man for a heart problem on a treadmill 
machine, the man went into cardiac arrest and began to turn 
blue. Rawlings immediately began external heart massage while a 
nurse administered mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Other nurses 
brought in a breathing mask and pacemaker equipment. 

The patient would occasionally regain consciousness but 
then lose it again whenever Rawlings would interrupt the com- 
pression of his chest in order to perform other life-saving pro- 
cedures. Each time the man revived, he would scream, “I am 
in hell!” He would plead with Rawlings not to let him slip back 
into death, and would cry out repeatedly, “Don’t stop!” This 
was unusual because CPR is a violent and painful procedure 
and many patients complain about the pain when they regain 
consciousness. 

As Rawlings continued CPR, the man became increasingly 
alarmed and terrified. His pupils were dilating, and he was 
perspiring and trembling. Again he pleaded, “Don’t you under- 
stand? I am in hell. Each time you quit [the CPR] I go back to 
hell! Don’t let me go back to hell!’”! Rawlings wrote that “after 
three or four episodes of complete unconsciousness and clinical 
death from cessation of both heartbeat and breathing,”’? the 
patient cried in desperation, “How do I stay out of hell?” Rawl- 
ings told the man what he remembered from Sunday school, 
and the man asked Rawlings to pray for him. Unusual as the 
context was, and although Rawlings was not a committed 
Christian at the time, he led the man in this prayer: 


Lord Jesus, I ask you to keep me out of hell. 
Forgive my sins. 

I turn my life over to you. 

If I die, I want to go to heaven. 

If I live, I'll be “on the hook” forever.* 
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The man’s condition stabilized, and he was taken to a hospi- 
tal. A few days later, Rawlings questioned this man about his 
hell-like experience and found that he had forgotten it! Rawl- 
ings thinks that the experience had been so unnerving that it 
was repressed. Even so, the man became a committed Chris- 
tian and a regular churchgoer after his experience of hell.5 

Because he lost the memory of his NDE, we know little of 
what Rawlings’s patient experienced beyond his feelings of tor- 
ment and his repeated pleas to be kept out of hell. We know 
that he clinically died several times, and we know what he 
claimed to be experiencing. We can infer that, unlike the re- 
ports so commonly publicized, there was no feeling of peace, 
no welcoming being of light, and no dissipating of the fear of 
death. Instead, the fear of death and hell intensified to the 
point of frenzy and desperation. 

In Beyond Death's Door and in the sequel, To Hell and Back 
(1992), Rawlings discusses other cases of hell-like NDEs. These 
reports offset the almost uniformly positive accounts of NDEs 
given by Eadie, Brinkley, Moody, Ring, Sabom, and Morse. 

Moody originally claimed in Life After Life that he had “not 
heard a single reference to a heaven or a hell anything like the 
customary picture to which we are exposed in this society.””® 
He modified this in Reflections on Life After Life by stating that 
he had heard of several heavenly NDE scenes’ and of cases 
where “beings were ‘trapped’ in an apparently most unfortu- 
nate state of existence.” George Ritchie, whose NDE orig- 
inally inspired Moody’s research, spoke of seeing pathetic souls 
in the afterlife who were in bondage to the effects of such vices 
as suicide, hatred, and self-absorption.? These vices, said 
Ritchie, had blinded them from the light of Jesus.!° 

P.M.H. Atwater, who is both an NDEr and an NDE researcher, 
describes several negative experiences in her books Coming 
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Back to Life: The After-Effects of the Near-Death Experience 
(1988) and Beyond the Light: What Isn't Being Said About Near- 
Death Experience (1994). In the late 1960s she visited a woman 
at St. Alphonsus Hospital in Boise, Idaho. The woman, who 
had suffered a heart attack, was “chalk-white with fear” when 
Atwater arrived. She reported that while clinically dead she 
had floated above her body, entered a dark tunnel, and headed 
toward a bright light. So far so good. But when she reached the 
light, she found a barren landscape crammed with nude, zom- 
bielike people standing elbow to elbow who did nothing but 
stare at her. She started screaming, which snapped her back 
into her body. But she did not stop screaming until she was 
sedated. Despite the many churches that tell people about hell 
and how to avoid it, the woman “declared death a nightmare, 
then cursed every church throughout all history for misleading 
people with rubbish about any kind of heaven. She was incon- 
solable.””"! 

Atwater also conversed with an elderly man and woman at 
the same hospital who had been equally frightened through 
similar NDEs after experiencing heart failure. Another man at 
that hospital, whom Atwater was not allowed to visit, was 
reported to have been muttering about “hills and hills of nude 
people staring.””!2 Although Atwater holds to a New Age per- 
spective, which leaves no room for belief in hell, she concluded 
that “these people were absolutely convinced there is a hell.” !3 

Atwater later observed that although “most researchers of 
the near-death experience (NDE) report that unpleasant cases 
are quite rare, numbering less than one percent of the thou- 
sands thus far investigated,” she had found an “abundance of 
[negative] cases: 105 out of the more than 700 I have quer- 
ied.” 4 And she is not the only person to have noticed this. 
When a surgical nurse at a hospital in Phoenix, Arizona, met 
Atwater, she said to her, 
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I know who you are; you're the woman I just saw 
on television. You're the gutsy one who talks about 
negative near-death experiences. Keep doing it. Don’t 
stop. ... We have lots of near-death cases. ..and 
almost all of them are the negative kind. You know 
what I mean—people wind up in hell.!5 


At a 1990 conference on near-death studies, respected NDE 
researcher Bruce Greyson commented that negative NDEs had 
gone largely unreported and unstudied because “people like 
himself had not been asking the right questions to identify those 
who might have undergone ‘dark’ or distressing episodes.” !6 
He candidly confessed, “We didn’t try to find them because we 
didn’t want to know.”!7 Greyson has since published an article 
about negative NDEs,'® and he also has advertised for reports 
“from anyone who has had an unpleasant NDE of any type, 
including . . experiences that are frightening; experiences of 
an eternal void or nothingness; and hellish or demonic experi- 
ences.”"!9 

Atwater’s research has pointed her toward “universal ele- 
ments” common to both heaven-like and hell-like NDEs. These 
elements tend to occur in “the same basic sequence pattern”: 
an out-of-body experience; moving through a dark tunnel or 
some kind of darkness; seeing a light ahead; entering into that 
light; then quickly entering another realm usually filled with 
people, landscapes, and sometimes animals.?° Although there 
is some structural similarity between heaven-like and hell-like 
NDEs, there is also a clear difference. Atwater summarizes: 


Heaven-like Cases Hell-like Experiences 
friendly beings lifeless or threatening 
beautiful, lovely apparitions 


environments barren or ugly expanses 
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Heaven-like Cases Hell-like Experiences 


conversations and dialogue threats, screams, silence 
total acceptance and an over- danger and the possibility of 


whelming sensation of violence, torture 

love a feeling of cold (or temper- 
a feeling of warmth anda ature extremes) and a 

sense of heaven sense of hell?! 


Hell-like NDEs always seem to involve an attack of some 
kind or a painful shunning or taunting. Themes of good and 
evil and beings like angels and devils are also commonplace. 
The devil may even appear in an effort to win the battle for the 
NDEr’s soul.?2 

Atwater does not interpret these experiences as evidence for 
the biblical understanding of heaven, hell, angels, demons, 
and the devil. She views them as purgatorial and pedagogical, 
in that they serve as an internal cleansing and as a means of 
learning more about spirituality.23 Nevertheless, her work 
challenges much of the current thinking on the NDE by chron- 
icling, evaluating, and publishing these hell-like experiences. 

Another NDE researcher, Charles A. Garfield, worked with 
215 patients who were dying of cancer. Of the 22 percent who 
told him about their NDEs, four groups formed. The first group 
reported positive states, such as Moody described. The second 
“experienced demonic figures, nightmarish images of great 
lucidity.”24 Group three told of dreamlike images, which were 
sometimes blissful, sometimes terrifying, and sometimes a 
mixture of both. The last group described a void or tunnel, or 
both, in which they were drifting. Garfield observed, “Almost 
as many of the dying patients I interviewed reported negative 
visions (encounters with demonic figures, and so forth) as 
reported blissful experiences, while some reported both.”25 

Clearly, the presence of something like hell in a number 
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of NDEs questions the popular belief that the afterlife expe- 
rienced by the clinically dead is always positive, uniformly 
blissful, and unconditionally accepting of everyone. The truth 
is that testimonies from NDErs are mixed on whether the after- 
life will be pleasant or unpleasant. 

This is not the only reason NDEs are unreliable guides to the 
afterlife. The fact is, the NDE is not about the ultimate or final 
state of the soul, because near-death experiencers return only 
from clinical death.2© One day they will die again for the last 
time and will not return to report their findings. We must at 
least allow for the possibility that their final state may be quite 
different from the conditions they reported in their NDEs. 
What the NDE does indicate is that the soul can exist apart 
from the body and experience a spiritual dimension that is not 
normally perceived during physical life on earth.27 


Is IT SAFE TO DIE? 


How, then, do we account for the negative NDEs? How 
should we understand them? Is it always safe for everyone and 
anyone to die? 

The original research of Maurice Rawlings was criticized 
by Kenneth Ring and others for not being scientific enough. 
Rawlings did not carefully detail how many people he had 
interviewed personally versus the number of secondhand re- 
ports he had received. Nor did he specify the amount of time 
that had elapsed between the NDEs and the interviews. Ring 
also questioned Rawlings’s theory that repression may occur if 
one doesn’t interview a negative NDEr quickly after clinical 
death, and that negative NDEs, therefore, may occur more 
frequently than reports indicate. Ring pointed out that this the- 
ory is based only on one verifiable case, and that other medical 
personnel lave resuscitated patients and have interacted with 
them immediately afterward without hearing about hell-like 
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experiences. Ring also noted that hell-like visions produced by 
drugs are not often repressed.?8 

These criticisms have some force, but they do not eliminate 
the fact that hell-like NDEs are reported—and not just by 
Rawlings, who is a Christian, but by others outside of biblical 
Christianity, such as Atwater. And even if reports of positive 
NDEs outnumber the negative accounts, this doesn’t mean 
that hell-like experiences have nothing to say about objective 
reality. Majorities don’t necessarily determine truth; after all, 
amajority of the world once believed the sun circled the earth. 

D. Scott Rogo, a well-seasoned parapsychologist, noted that 
reactions to Rawlings were too severe, given that Rawlings’s 
data was only anecdotal, as was Moody’s original research. 
Rogo writes, “No matter how Dr. Rawlings came to collect his 
data, the fact remains that negative or hellish NDEs have now 
been placed on record by obviously sincere witnesses. . . Facts 
are facts, no matter how one comes by them.”?9 Furthermore, 
any interpretation of the NDE ought to be able to account for 
these negative cases, and not simply dismiss them as irrelevant 
or imaginary.3° 

Psychologist Margot Grey—who, unlike Rawlings, does 
not hold a Christian view of the afterlife—agrees with Rawl- 
ings’s claim that repression of a negative NDE may occur. She 
writes: 


From conversations with physicians who have re- 
counted to me cases of NDEs reported to them by 
their patients following resuscitation from clinical 
death and from my own research into the matter, I 
found evidence to support the claim that negative 
experiences are most likely to be obtained imme- 
diately after the event. This is due, so itseems, tothe 
minimal time gap between the near-death episode 
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itself and the procuring of the information pertain- 
ing to it.3! 


Grey also agrees with Rawlings’s observation that it is much 
less psychologically appealing to share a hellish NDE than to 
report a heavenly one. Ending up in torment instead of bliss is 
rather hard on one’s self-esteem, and one would be less likely 
to share the news.32 Nevertheless, some NDErs do recount 
hell-like experiences. Grey tells of one account that has a dis- 
tinctively biblical ring to it: 


I was going down, down deep into the earth. There 
was anger and I felt this horrible fear. Everything 
was gray. The noise was fearsome, with snarling 
and crashing like maddened wild animals, gnashing 
their teeth.33 


Grey, however, does not believe in a literal and eternal hell. 
She, like Atwater, claims that these experiences are not in- 
dicative of an objective state but of the subjective, internal 
condition of the NDEr. Using the language of Carl Jung and 
psychoanalysis, she says: 


I am inclined to feel that a more generalized ar- 
chetypical interpretation is a possibility in cases of 
hell-like experiences where negative emotions have 
become trapped in the psyche and released during 
the near-death experience.>4 


Even if Grey and Atwater are right, and hell-like NDEs do 
not serve as evidence of hell itself, these experiences do tell us 
that all is not well in the human psyche. Grey recognizes that 
some people demonstrate a deep sense of guilt and unease about 
spiritual realities during their NDEs. This is no surprise froma 
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Christian perspective, since the Bible teaches that humans are 
pervasively affected by sin and have violated their consciences 
(Jeremiah 17:9; Romans 1-3). 

However, as Rogo has pointed out, negative NDEs “repre- 
sent experiences just as phenomenologically valid as classic 
[positive] NDEs.” Moreover, 


people who suffer negative NDEs do not seem to 
be different psychologically from other near-death 
survivors. Nor does Dr. Grey take into account the 
fact that hellish NDEs emerge from the same initial 
stages (such as leaving the body and entering the 
darkness) which earmark classic NDEs. Her line of 
reasoning is a desperate attempt to recognize and 
bolster the good within the NDE while decrying and 
rejecting the bad.35 


Despite Rogo’s criticism of Grey’s view regarding hell-like 
NDEs, he cautiously suggests explanations of his own; but 
these appear to have similar problems. He theorizes that hell- 
like NDEs are hallucinations caused by the trauma of violent 
resuscitation, that they are the result of drugs, or that they are 
merely vivid dreams.36 

But negative NDEs were reported even before resuscitation 
techniques were available,37 and many patients who experi- 
ence violent resuscitations do not have negative experiences. It 
is also far from clear that the physical violence of the CPR 
procedure would translate into the protracted spiritual tor- 
ment people endure in hell-like NDEs. Furthermore, most 
NDEs, whether negative or positive, are not explainable on the 
basis of drugs.38 Lastly, if Rogo says that negative NDEs are 
merely the result of vivid dreams, he should say the same for 
positive NDEs experienced under similar conditions. Rogo 
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wants to preserve the reality of the positive NDEs while ex- 
plaining away the negative ones as subjective. In so doing, he 
seems to engage in the same kind of special pleading that he 
accuses Grey of committing. 

Ring’s viewpoint in Life at Death>9 and in two recent schol- 
arly articles*° also assumes the normality and reality of the 
positive NDEs and tries to explain away the negative ones as 
not representative of ultimate reality. When challenged on his 
interpretation of negative NDEs, Ring admitted that NDErs’ 
reports are not in and of themselves adequate to explain the 
meaning of NDEs—whether positive or negative.*! A larger 
frame of reference is needed in order to interpret the phe- 
nomena. Ring chooses to interpret NDEs on the basis of the 
pantheistic and monistic worldview taught in A Course in Mir- 
acles, which denies the ultimate reality of evil. He therefore 
concludes that the negative experiences are ultimately illu- 
sory.42 

Although Atwater is reluctant to accept hell as a literal real- 
ity, she does state that “people who experience an unpleasant 
and/or hell-like near-death experience must be welcomed by 
researchers. ... They have a lot to tell us.”43 And she admits 
that empirical “research facts cannot prove either claim” 
about the existence of heaven or hell.44 Even Moody admitted 
in Reflections on Life After Life that “nothing I have encoun- 
tered precludes the possibility of a hell.”’45 

Atwater, Moody, and Ring are on to something significant. 
The accounts of NDEs cannot tell us everything we need to 
know about the afterlife. We need a reliable source of infor- 
mation from which to build or to fill out our explanations. 
Although Moody does not hold a biblical view of the NDE, he 
makes an excellent point when he argues that NDEs cannot 
refute the reality of the final judgment. 
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Some seem dissatisfied because they apparently 
think that these [near-death] experiences are incon- 
sistent with the notion of a Final Judgment at the end 
of the world. Isee no discrepancy here. Obviously, 
if anyone were to have come back from “death” 
reporting that he went through the Final Judgment, 
then his experience would have to be mistaken. Since 
the end of the world has not yet taken place, any 
report of its having occurred during a near-death 
experience would be, in effect, a disconfirmation of 
the validity of that experience. There may well be a 
Final Judgment; near-death experiences in no way 
imply the contrary.4° 


Although the Bible does not directly address NDEs,*7 it 
does speak clearly and repeatedly about the state immediately 
after irreversible death, as well as the ultimate state of the 
soul. Even if near-hell experiences cannot be verified, there is 
ample evidence in the teachings of Jesus Christ for dangers 
beyond the grave. 


JESUS ON HEAVEN AND HELL 


A stunning story about the afterlife is found in Luke’s Gos- 
pel, chapter 16, where Jesus graphically describes two radi- 
cally different destinies beyond death, one for a selfish rich 
man, the other for a poor beggar. The rich man ends up in 
agony and unthinkable torment; the beggar ends up comforted 
at “Abraham’s side,” in an afterlife of bliss. When the rich man 
cries out for some relief from the tormenting fires, Abraham 
tells him that “between us and you a great chasm has been 
fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, 
nor can anyone cross over from there to us” (Luke 16:26). 
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This story teaches that those favored by God will be carried 
to a blessed state after their death, and that the unrepentant 
will wind up in irreversible torment signified by the “agony of 
fire.” Notice, too, that there is a great divide that cannot 
be bridged between these two states. Since the rich man’s 
brothers were still alive on earth, this parable is speaking of 
the disembodied, intermediary state before the final resurrec- 
tion of the just and the unjust (Daniel 12:1,2; Revelation 20:14). 
Nevertheless, it offers a dramatic portrayal of two very diver- 
gent destinies.48 The apostle Peter affirms this when he says 
that “the Lord knows how to. . . keep the unrighteous under 
punishment until the day of judgment” (2 Peter 2:9 NRSV). 

Jesus’ parable about the weeds and the wheat (Matthew 13:24- 
30) also illustrates two contrasting and mutually exclusive des- 
tinies. The kingdom of God, he said, is like a man who sowed 
seed in his field. Yet while everyone slept, an enemy secretly 
came and planted weeds. When the bad seed sprouted, the 
farmer decided to let both wheat and weeds grow together until 
the harvest. Jesus explained that he is the sower of the good 
seed; the field is the world; the good seed represents the chil- 
dren of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one; 
the enemy who sows the bad seed is the devil; the harvest is the 
end of the world; the harvesters are angels. Having identified 
the references, Jesus drives home the point: 


As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, 
so it will be at the end of the age. The Son of Man 
will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his 
kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do 
evil. They will throw them into the fiery furnace, 
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the 
kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him 
hear (Matthew 13:40-43,47-50). 
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The reference to “weeping and gnashing of teeth” graph- 
ically envokes the futile frustration of the hopeless ones, and it 
is reminiscent of the “snarling, crashing, and gnashing” NDE 
described above by Grey. 

Jesus also compared his end-of-the-world separation of the 
righteous from the unrighteous to a shepherd who separates 
his sheep from the goats. Those who have served Christ will 
inherit the kingdom and eternal life, while those who have 
failed to serve Christ will be cursed and assigned to eternal 
punishment—which Jesus describes as “the eternal fire pre- 
pared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41). In this 
passage from Matthew’s Gospel, the “eternal life” given to the 
righteous means everlasting fellowship with God and “eternal 
punishment” means everlasting separation from God. Both 
states are eternal in the same sense, for the same Greek word, 
aionios, is translated “eternal” in both cases.49 Jesus also indi- 
cates that these are conscious eternal states. And, again, there 
is a great divide between these totally opposite destinies. No 
middle ground is offered; no hope of switching sides exists. 

In his novel on this subject, The Great Divorce, C.S. Lewis 
noted that although the idea of a “marriage of heaven and hell” 
(to use the poet William Blake’s phrase) is a perennial notion, it 
is nonetheless precisely the opposite of how reality works. 


We are not living in a world where all roads are 
radii of a circle and where all, if followed long enough, 
will therefore draw gradually nearer and finally meet 
at the centre: rather in a world where every road, 
after a few miles, forks into two, and each of those 
into two again, and at each fork you must make a 
decision. Even on this level, life is not like a pool but 
like a tree. It does not move toward unity but away 
from it. . .. Good, as it ripens, becomes continually 
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more different not only from evil but from other 
good. 

I do not think that all who choose wrong roads 
perish; but their rescue consists in being put back on 
the right road.5° 


Jesus sought to rescue those on the wrong road by getting 
their feet on the right one. He cried, “Enter through the nar- 
row gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to 
destruction, and many enter through it” (Matthew 7:13). The 
gate leading to eternal life is Jesus himself. He said, “I am the 
gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. . . . The thief 
comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they 
may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:9,10). 

Jesus’ images of the great divide—blessed Lazarus and the 
suffering rich man, the wheat and the weeds, the sheep and 
the goats, and the two roads—are graphic, unmistakable, and 
to the point. The picture Jesus paints of the afterlife leaves 
no room for a being of light who unconditionally accepts all 
people, whatever their “mistakes” or “ignorance” might be. 
This may make many people uncomfortable, but Jesus never 
accommodated his teaching to popular taste. And his audience 
recognized that he spoke with an authority that surpassed even 
the religious leaders (Matthew 7:28,29). Even if every hell- 
like NDE can be explained away, the reality of this great divide 
is anchored in the authority of Jesus himself. 


THE HOLINESS OF GOD 


The unbridgeable chasm between heaven and hell reflects 
the divide between God’s holiness and human sinfulness—a 
divide that cannot be bridged through NDEs or human efforts 
at “being good,” but only through God’s offer of forgiveness 
through Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection. Jesus said that 
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he didn’t come to call the religiously “righteous,” but to summon 
sinners to repentance (Matthew 9:13). To the most scrupulous 
religious leaders of his time, Jesus said, “Not one of you keeps 
the law” (John 7:19). Jesus taught that the essence of God’s 
moral law is to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and 
greatest commandment” (Matthew 22:37,38). Whoever fails 
in this (namely, every one of us) fails to honor God and sins 
against God’s holiness. 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-58) emphasized our utter obliga- 
tion to a holy God and the penalty of betraying our Sovereign: 


He is a Being of infinite greatness, majesty, and 
glory; and therefore he is infinitely honorable. He is 
infinitely exalted above the greatest potentates of 
the earth and highest angels in heaven; and there- 
fore he is infinitely more honorable than they. His 
authority over us is infinite; and the ground of his 
right to our obedience is infinitely strong; for he is 
infinitely worthy to be obeyed himself and we have 
an absolute, universal, and infinite dependence upon 
him.5! 


Violating the sound morai advice of a parent, friend, or 
political leader pales in comparison to breaking the command- 
ment of God himself, who is the sole source of all goodness and 
the absolute Governor of the universe. For this reason, theo- 
logian R.C. Sproul labels sin “cosmic treason.”52 Edwards 
agrees: “Sin against God, being a violation of infinite obliga- 
tions, must be a crime infinitely heinous, and deserving of 
infinite punishment.”5? 

God’s perfect standard of goodness and our inability to keep 
it call into question Moody’s explanation for why he hadn’t run 
across accounts of hell. “The people I have interviewed have 
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been normal, nice people,” he said. Their “transgressions have 
been minor—the sorts of things we all have done.” So “one 
would not expect that they would have been consigned to a 
fiery pit.”54 

Moody’s cavalier attitude toward perdition underestimates 
both human sinfulness and divine holiness. The apostle Paul 
made the extent and reality of sin quite clear when he declared 
that “there is no one who does good, not even one,” for “all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:12, 
23). Moreover, “the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is 
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23). 

The prophet Isaiah experienced the contrast between God’s 
holiness and his own sin when God revealed both to him (Isaiah 
6:1-7). He recounts what he would never forget in these words: 
“I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the 
train of his robe filled the temple” (verse 1). God is depicted 
in the symbolism of respected royalty. He is enthroned in 
majesty. Isaiah then beheld worshiping angels (seraphs) who 
called out to each other, “Holy, holy, holy, is the LORD Al- 
mighty; the whole earth is full of his glory” (verse 3). At this 
angelic sound, “the doorposts and thresholds shook and the 
temple was filled with smoke” (verse 4). 

Isaiah’s response was not one of calm enjoyment or mystical 
ecstasy. He was shaking before the throne. “Woe to me!” he 
cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live 
among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the 
King, the LorD Almighty” (verse 5). Isaiah knew he was un- 
worthy before the royal audience. There was no denying his 
own sin or the sins of his people, even though they were a people 
of God’s own choosing. The inescapable and omnipresent holi- 
ness of God was a crushing indictment of the unholiness of 
Isaiah and of all Israel. 

The moral rift between Isaiah and the thrice-holy God was 
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only resolved through God’s intervention after Isaiah’s repen- 
tant cry. One of the angels took a live coal from God’s altar and 
touched Isaiah’s mouth with it, saying, “See. . . your guilt is 
taken away and your sin atoned for” (verse 7; see also Leviticus 
16:12). Forgiveness and restoration come from the throne of a 
holy God—on his terms.>5 

Betty Eadie, on the other hand, claims that during her NDE 
she was told that the heavenly realm doesn’t see sin in this way, 
but merely as a breaking of the laws of nature. Sin does not 
result in eternal separation from God, but merely in a forfei- 
ture of the good things that would otherwise have accrued to 
our benefit.5° Eadie insists that Jesus “never wanted to do or 
say anything that would offend me.”57 Like most NDErs, she 
says nothing about sinning against a “holy, holy, holy” God. 
Holiness does not appear to be a category in Eadie’s thinking 
about God, Jesus, and the afterlife.58 


HEAVEN AND HELL REVISITED 


Whether positive or negative, NDEs cannot by themselves 
tell us about the ultimate state of a person’s soul, due to their 
short duration, contradictory natures, and lack of finality. The 
reality of hell-like NDEs, however, hints that all may not be 
well for everyone on the other side. The near-hell experience 
may be a foretaste of hell itselfi—rather like a “coming attrac- 
tion” at the movies. Though the negative accounts vary (some 
being closer to the biblical concept of divine punishment than 
others), they may well serve as a warning. 

Sixth-century historian and bishop St. Gregory of Tours 
considered this to be a distinct possibility: 


In His unbounded mercy, the good God allows some 
souls to return to their bodies shortly after death, so 
that the sight of hell might at last teach them to fear 
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the eternal punishments in which words alone could 
not make them believe.59 


Maurice Rawlings, who has been “involved in reviewing 
emergency situations and sudden deaths for three and a half 
decades,”’©° noted that in the rare instances in which an indi- 
vidual clinically dies and has a bad NDE, and then clinically 
dies at some later point and has another NDE, the second NDE 
is invariably a good one. The significance of this, in Rawlings’s 
view, is that “there’s nothing like a little bit of hell to dramati- 
cally change [one’s] life’s purpose and attitude.” 

Mark Sheehan, a Denver cardiologist and a Christian, re- 
ported a startling NDE to me. Gene, a man with a history of 
heart problems, went into cardiac arrest while Dr. Sheehan 
was examining him. After he was resuscitated, Gene looked 
directly at Sheehan and cried, “I’m not going up there!” Dr. 
Sheehan drew close and asked what he meant. He replied, “I 
saw Jesus standing next to you. But Jesus did not know me or 
accept me! What do I do?” At this, Dr. Sheehan prayed with 
the man to repent of his sins and to receive Christ as Savior and 
Lord. Gene died shortly after this, and his wife reported that 
he was at “peace with the Lord.”’®2 

Such cases may indeed bear witness to the ancient but time- 
less words of St. Gregory. 
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BELIEFS OF THE 
NEAR-DEAD 


Between heaven and hell is only this life, which is the 
most fragile thing in the world. 
—Blaise Pascal 


The ‘person who has had an NDE is usually profoundly affected 
by it. As we have seen, researchers find that an NDE tends to 
lead to a diminished fear of death and a renewed zest for life. It 
can also create or intensify spiritual interests, or alter one’s 
worldview or beliefs. 

But what new beliefs are likely to be taken on board? What 
spiritual views about God, creation, human beings, salvation, 
death, and the afterlife usually follow in the wake of an NDE? 
Answers to such questions can be found by looking at what the 
NDErs, the “spirit beings,” and the researchers have to say. 


CHILDREN OF A VAGUE GOD? 


In The Light Beyond, Raymond Moody states that NDEs 
challenge traditional religious understandings. He maintains 
that whether or not NDErs were religious before their NDE, 
they usually 


emerge with an appreciation of religion that is differ- 
ent from the narrowly defined one established by most 
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churches. They come to realize through this experi- 
ence that religion is not a matter of one “right” group 
versus several “wrong” groups. People who undergo 
an NDE come out of it saying that religion concerns 
your ability to love—not doctrine and denomina- 
tions. In short, they think that God is a much more 
magnanimous being than they previously thought, 
and that denominations don’t count.! 


This is almost identical to Betty Eadie’s experience. After 
receiving “knowledge” from the being of light she calls Jesus, 
she then “knew that we have no right to criticize any church or 
any religion in any way.”’2 

This claim means that we ought to refrain from rebuking 
wayward churches that, for example, teach their members to 
withhold medical treatment from a dying child. Should we 
not correct a religious sect if it teaches that people who are 
dark-skinned are inferior to whites?? The Jesus of the New 
Testament created his strongest enemies by criticizing their 
“religion,” and his criticisms were on target (Luke 23). One 
scholar notes that because of Jesus’ “loyalty to the truth, He 
was not afraid to dissent publicly from official doctrines (if He 
knew they were wrong), to expose error, and to warn His dis- 
ciples of false teachers.””4 

Moody tells of a man who had been “a minister of the fire 
and brimstone variety” who frequently warned his congre- 
gation that if “they didn’t believe the Bible in a certain way, 
they would be condemned to burn eternally.”> During this 
man’s NDE, the being of light told him, in a nondemanding 
way, not to speak to his congregation about hell anymore be- 
cause it was making them miserable. After this experience, the 
pastor preached messages of love instead of fear.© Similarly, a 
“doctrine-abiding Lutheran” woman had an NDE and was 
afterward convinced that her God was not concerned with 
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“church doctrine at all.”7? Moody also quotes Kenneth Ring as 
saying, “the basic message of the NDE” is that “knowledge 
and love are the most important things. It is the formal reli- 
gions that have added the dogma and doctrine.” 

In Closer to the Light, Melvin Morse records the story of a 
43-year-old woman who had undergone an NDE at age nine 
after nearly drowning. This woman now has “only a vague 
conception of God” and has dabbled in many religions.° Her 
NDE was not deep but fragmentary. Yet she says that “from my 
brief encounter, I got the idea that being one with God is some- 
thing that can be done without rules,” and that “the rules of 
religion are put there by people.” !° 

There is a trace of truth in her remark. The Bible warns 
against people corrupting God’s Word through the accumula- 
tion of merely human traditions (Matthew 15:1-9). However, 
“without rules”—that is, without a developed, specific, and 
trustworthy theology—no one could ever know for certain 
what God is like or what is required by him in order for us to 
honor him. It would all be left to guesswork, which is the upshot 
of many remarks that Moody and other researchers have heard 
from NDErs. After their NDE, many have opted for a vague 
notion of God, spiritual knowledge without clear guidelines, 
and love without absolute moral demands. 

Such a “theology” is troublesome. If God desires us to 
know him and to love one another, but if we are not accurately 
taught how to do this, then we could easily get it all wrong. It is 
not enough to base one’s understanding of the nature of God 
and the practice of love merely on private likes, dislikes, and 
preferences. The outcome is bound to be contradictory." Is it 
“loving” to abort a handicapped unborn child, orisit “loving” 
to bring it into the world? Affirming that we should be “lov- 
ing” doesn’t answer this question at all, since people on both 
sides of the issue advocate conflicting choices as the “loving” 
thing to do.!2 
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THE NEw AGE EMPHASIS 


Even NDErs who set traditional religious views aside may 
still adopt a particular theology or doctrine. Well-known con- 
sciousness researcher Stanislov Grof believes that: 


The core NDE is a powerful catalyst of spiritual 
awakening and conscious evolution. Its long-term 
aftereffects include . . . [a] more open attitude toward 
reincarnation and [the] development of [a] universal 
spirituality that transcends divisive interests of reli- 
gious sectarians and resembles the best of the mysti- 
cal traditions of the great Oriental philosophies." 


Many mystical traditions, especially those of the Orient, 
are not founded on monotheism (belief in one personal God 
who is distinct from his creation). They are generally based on 
monism (all is one) and pantheism (all is God). Remarks from 
NDErts quite often express a nonmonotheistic worldview. Con- 
sider, for example, one NDEr’s description: 


I knew it was God. ... There is no doubt in my 
mind that it was God. God was me and I was God. I 
was part of the light and I was one with it. I was not 
separate. I am not saying that I am a supreme being. 
I was God, as you are, as everyone is.'* 


This man’s NDE encouraged him to adopt a pantheistic view 
of God. He now believes that God is everything and everyone; 
God is not a personal Lord over creation but a divine spiritual 
principle or force that permeates all things. This has a lot in 
common with New Age thought and certain schools of Hindu- 
ism, Buddhism, and Taoism; but it is alien to Christianity. 

Dannion Brinkley, who claims to have died twice (each 
involving an extended NDE), says that during his first NDE, 
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the being of light said, ““Who you are is the difference that God 
makes. . . . And that difference is love.” Brinkley “is not sure 
of the exact meaning of this cryptic phrase.””!5 But pantheism 
seems to be in mind. At a later point, he says that when you 
control the energy of the body “and transform it into a positive 
force, you have found that part of you that is God.”"!6 

In Heading Toward Omega, Kenneth Ring tells of a woman 
who was raised a Protestant, rejected it, researched Catholi- 
cism, and rejected it as well. She became, in her words, “a 
ranting, raving atheist.” But now, after her NDE, she says she 
knows beyond question that there is a God, and “that God is 
everything that exists, [that’s] the essence of God. . . . Every- 
thing that exists has the essence of God with it.”!7 A similar 
view is offered by another NDEr, who emphasizes the imma- 
nence of God: 


I think of God as a tremendous source of energy, 
like the nucleus of something enormous and that we 
are all just separate atoms from this nucleus. I think 
that God is in every one of us; we are God.!8 


P.M.H. Atwater, who claims to have died three times in 
1977, echoes this view of God. She says that through her NDEs 
she “found that we never left the God we thought we lost 
because God is all that is.”!9 

The belief that God is an all-encompassing energy or reality 
usually includes the idea that God is not a distinct, personal 
being (as monotheistic religions teach); rather, “God” is an 
impersonal force, principle, or consciousness. For instance, 
Ring recounts an NDEr who said: 


The next sensation is this wonderful, wonderful 
feeling of this light. . . . It’s almost like a person. It is 
not a person, but it is a being of some kind. It is a 
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mass of energy. It doesn’t have a character like you 
would describe another person, but it has a character 
in that it is more than just a thing.?° 


Another NDEr remembered being peacefully drawn like a 
magnet to a white light. “There was no face in the light like 
some people describe. I didn’t see God or anything. It was 
more like energy, and it was very wonderful.”! 

In summarizing his research on the effects of the NDE, Ring 
stated that those who experience the light are infused with it 
“so as to lead to acomplete union with the light,” which means 
that NDErs “may experience [a] merging of their own individ- 
uality with the divine.”22 

Belief in the unity or oneness of being (monism) is often 
associated with belief in the divinity of all things (pantheism). 
The idea of the oneness of being is frequently apparent in NDErs’ 
accounts of their experiences. One woman said that during her 
NDE she gazed upon a “golden light” that did not burn her 
eyes; rather, she gained strength from gazing upon it. 


It’s as if by gazing upon this beautiful golden light 
the power that it was was revitalizing something 
within the depths of me. There was a transmission 
of a higher power, knowledge, understanding, and 
the “oneness of being” through gazing upon the 
light.23 


This concept is an essential aspect of many Oriental and 
occult belief systems. Instead of seeing God as a personal 
being who transcends the universe he created and sustains, 
pantheistic monism teaches that there is no ultimate distinc- 
tion between God and the universe, or between different things 
in the universe. God is not separate from the universe, nor is 
anything in the universe separate from anything else. All is 
one and one is all, and everything is divine. 
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The fundamental human problem, therefore, is not sin; it is 
ignorance and false perception. We fail to perceive that “all is 
one” because we are unenlightened. The above NDE account 
speaks of a higher power, a “golden light” that revitalized 
something within this woman and thereby dispelled her igno- 
trance about being “one” with all things. In this sense, the 
NDE can produce the same result as many New Age “psycho- 
technologies” (such as yoga or visualization), to use Marilyn 
Ferguson’s term.24 

Ring tells of a letter he received from a woman who described 
how her NDE changed her worldview. She wrote that “there is 
a deeper love and unity with everyone and everything that I 
come in contact with. I seem to have a greater awareness of all 
living things and that we are ALL a part of one another and 
ultimately part of a greater consciousness, God.”’25 

Eadie speaks of an experience during her NDE in which she 
and a rose and everything else were one.?© She also mentions 
having always been a part of Jesus.27 These remarks sound 
pantheistic (being part of Jesus) and monistic (being one with 
everything); however, she also sometimes speaks of God in 
personal terms as a being who is distinct from angels and humans. 
But in general, Eadie gravitates toward pantheism and monism 
when she asserts the centrality and power of the self. “All heal- 
ing comes from within. All misery comes from within. We can 
create our own spiral of despair, or we can create a trampoline 
of happiness and attainment. Our thoughts have tremendous 
power.”28 She tends to view God as an impersonal power source 
that can be tapped into: 


We can recharge our own spirits through serving 
others, having faith in God, and simply opening our- 
selves to positive energy through positive thoughts. 
We control it. The source of energy is God and is 
always there, but we must tune him in. We must 
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accept the power of God if we want to enjoy the 
effects of it in our lives.29 


Any concept of God as an impersonal force or energy has no 
place in the Christian worldview. For instance, the Bible never 
implies that we can “tune in” to God, as if he were a cosmic 
radio wave. But the notion that a universal divine power is 
available for us to “plug into” pervades our culture. Itis found, 
for example, in the Star Wars movies, children’s Saturday 
morning cartoons, and diverse New Age teachings. It is also a 
belief fairly common among NDErs.3° 


BEYOND SIN 


Another non-Christian belief derived from many NDEs is 
that we should not be concerned about sin in the sense of the 
Bible’s concept of moral wrongdoing, which includes idolatry, 
adultery, fornication, murder, lying, stealing, being covetous, 
taking revenge, and so on. One NDEr said to the being she 
encountered, “This is all so beautiful, this is all so perfect, 
what about my sins?” To this the being replied, “There are no 
sins. Not in the way you think about them on earth. The only 
thing that matters here is how you think.”3! Upon hearing this 
the woman “knew that everything, everywhere in the universe 
was OK, that the plan was perfect. That whatever was hap- 
pening—the wars, famine, whatever—was OK.”’2 Sin, pain, 
misery, and tragedy seem to have been eliminated from her 
worldview. Eadie likewise reports that sins are viewed differ- 
ently—that is, less severely—in the spiritual realm.33 

Such a perspective dulls or eliminates the sting of sin and 
evil, and embraces a kind of Pollyanna theology that excludes 
real tragedy. In a tear-stained world shocked and saddened 
by desperate refugees, bloody tribalism, rape, child abuse, 
abortion-on-demand, drug addiction, and all manner of ills, 
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there is good reason to question such postmortem “wisdom.” 
The biblical view of God’s providence differs from pantheistic, 
monistic religions in that it affirms the reality of evil as well as 
the inability of evil ultimately to thwart God’s sovereign design 
for history (Genesis 50:20; Ephesians 1:11). 

Moody mentions that many NDErs exchanged the “‘reward- 
punishment model” of a last judgment for one of “cooperative 
development toward the ultimate end of self-realization.”34 . 
Eadie’s experience also caused her to abandon the harsh God of 
her youth and to embrace a Christ that accepts everyone. 

Advocates of these NDE perspectives fail to see that the bib- 
lical view is neither a “reward-punishment model” nor a “self- 
realization model,” but a ““grace-punishment model.”35 One 
receives eternal life and avoids eternal punishment through 
accepting the grace of God demonstrated in Jesus Christ. Paul 
taught that “when the kindness and love of God our Savior 
appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had 
done, but because of his mercy” (Titus 3:4,5; see also Ephe- 
sians 2:8,9). 


ARE ALL RELIGIONS ONE? 


Many NDErs come to view all religions as having an un- 
derlying unity. They believe the historically divergent and 
competitive religions should be replaced with one universal 
faith. As one NDEr put it, “All religions started from the same 
truth and there is little variation between the major beliefs of 
each.” He goes on to express his yearning for a new ecumeni- 
cal faith: ‘What a great tool this will be to at least begin to 
unify mankind under one God, one truth and one spiritual 
belief.”3° 

But there is neither theological nor historical justification 
for the notion that all religions “started from the same truth,” 
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nor does this romantic theory account for why so little agree- 
ment exists between religions today on the titanic issues of 
God, humanity, salvation, and the afterlife.37 Nonetheless, 
many NDErs have been encouraged by their experiences to 
abandon traditional religious antagonisms in favor of an orien- 
tally flavored universalism and syncretism.3® 

Morse claims that “‘many of the world’s great religious 
leaders have been driven by profound near-death and other 
visionary experiences that involve the mystical light.”’>° This 
would make many religions dependent on the same basic expe- 
rience, and it would support the idea of the essential unity of 
different religions despite their stated doctrinal differences. It 
would, however, exclude Christianity, which is based on the 
historical life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, not on 
someone’s mystical experience.*° 


REINCARNATION 


One belief common to Oriental religions but absent from the 
monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) is 
reincarnation, which is the idea that the soul has many embod- 
iments throughout history. Ring’s first study, Life at Death, 
suggested that NDErs were more likely than non-NDErs to be 
open to the idea of reincarnation. Ring did not mean that all 
NDErs converted to the belief. Some did; others just took it 
more seriously. His second study confirmed this, but he noted 
that “‘the average belief in reincarnation was still quite mod- 
erate.”4! 

Atwater’s impression was that “reincarnation is a favorite 
topic for near-death survivors. . . . For most, it becomes a fact 
of life.”42 According to Atwater, a number of NDErs claim 
to have experienced previous lifetimes during their NDEs, 
and many believe that one lifetime is not enough to perfect 
“The Self” within them on “its journey back to The One True 
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Source of All.”43 In other words, it takes many lifetimes to 
fully realize one’s divinity (pantheism). 

The Bible teaches that humans will never realize their divin- 
ity because they are not God; they are created by God (Genesis 
1:26,27). The holiness of God and the corruption of humans 
makes it impossible to obtain salvation by working out one’s 
karma; for, according to Paul, no one shall be justified before 
God by observing the moral law (Galatians 3:11). Justification 
before a holy God comes only when the perfect righteousness 
of Christ is accredited to a person, despite that person’s sin. 
This is a gift that can be received only through faith in the work 
of Jesus Christ (Romans 3-5; Galatians 3—4). 

Reincarnation denies the sufficiency of Christ’s sinless sac- 
rifice for sin, since it teaches that we must work out our own 
karma through repeated lifetimes. To this, the writer of He- 
brews says: 


He has appeared once for all at the end of the age 
to remove sin by the sacrifice of himself. And just as 
it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after that 
the judgment, so Christ, having been offered once to 
bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not 
to deal with sin, but to save those who are eagerly 
waiting for him (Hebrews 9:26-28 NRSV). 


Furthermore, the biblical doctrine of the resurrection of the 
body at the end of history (Daniel 12:1,2; 1 Corinthians 15:12- 
58) contradicts the idea of successive reincarnations.4 


APPARITIONS OF THE DEAD 


Moody’s most recent book, Reunions: Visionary Encounters 
with Departed Loved Ones (1993), indicates another way in 
which NDEs affect or alter beliefs: through encouraging a spir- 
itistic or occult view of reality. The appearance of what many 
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take to be dead relatives is fairly common during NDEs. Moody 
wanted to duplicate this aspect of the NDE so that he could 
contact departed loved ones without having to die himself.4° 
Based on his research into the occult practice of necromancy (a 
method of contacting the dead), Moody built a special kind of 
seance chamber that he called the “psychomanteum,” after 
the ancient Greek oracles of the dead. This “apparition cham- 
ber” has a comfortable chair placed three feet in front of a 
large mirror. The chair is tilted so that a person gazing into the 
mirror sees only the reflection of a black velvet curtain. The 
room is faintly illuminated by a stained-glass lamp with a 15- 
watt bulb. 

Moody tested his seance chamber with ten subjects who 
were interested in contacting the dead. After spending a day 
with these people, Moody admitted them—along with their 
mementos of deceased relatives—into his psychomanteum. 
According to Moody, five of the ten people experienced their 
desired apparitions, and he himself was able to contact his 
grandmother through the process.4® 

Such adventures indicate a connection between the NDE 
and the worldview of spiritism or spiritualism—the belief that 
the dead are within our perceptual reach, whether through a 
medium or a more direct access. The heyday of spiritualism in 
America occurred during the mid-to-late nineteenth century, 
but these beliefs have endured and seem to be reviving.47 

Other researchers have also noted the similarities between 
the beliefs of NDErs and of spiritualism. D. Scott Rogo, an 
authority on the paranormal, observed, “I cannot help but 
be impressed by how closely the findings of everyone from 
[Karlis] Osis to [Raymond] Moody match what the Spiritual- 
ists of the Victorian age taught about death and the process of 
dying.”48 The major points of similarity include the belief in 
life after death, the benign nature of the afterlife, and the abil- 
ity of the living to contact the dead. 
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In contrast to spiritualism, biblical Christianity rejects con- 
tact with the dead in favor of a relationship with the living God, 
who has revealed to us all that we need to know through the 
biblical record of his witnesses, whether prophets, apostles, or 
Jesus Christ himself. The dead are in God’s hands and are not 
to be summoned back.*? Isaiah the prophet warned: 


When they say to you, “Seek those who are medi- 
ums and wizards, who whisper and mutter,” should 
not a people seek their God? Should they seek the 
dead on behalf of the living? To the law and to the 
testimony! If they do not speak according to this 
word, it is because there is no light in them (Isaiah 
8:19,20 NKJV; see also Deuteronomy 18:10-12; 2 Chron- 
icles 33:6). 


Likewise, the apostle Paul said that “idolatry and witchcraft” 
(which includes necromancy) are “acts of the sinful nature” 
and not fruit of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:19-23; see also 
Revelation 21:7,8; 22:14,15). 


WHO or Waar Is THE LIGHT? 


So far we have seen that NDEs can foster a pantheistic, mon- 
istic, syncretistic, occultic, or spiritualistic worldview. These 
worldviews differ significantly from Christianity. However, 
some NDErs have encountered a being of light whom they 
describe as very much like Jesus Christ himself. 

Dan was an active homosexual who had contracted gonor- 
rhea and was being treated with a massive dose of antibiotics, 
which triggered anaphylactic shock. With no heartbeat and a 
flat electrocardiogram, Dan saw himself lying on the floor 
amidst the activities of the doctors and nurses who were trying 
to revive him. He then traveled through a dark tunnel to a beau- 
tiful garden, hedged by a fence that stopped him from going 
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further. A brilliant light appeared, radiating love and peace, 
and Dan knew it was Jesus Christ. Yet this being of light was 
not all-accepting. Sin was indeed a problem, for Dan heard the 
words, “It is not time to come into my Father’s kingdom. You 
have not lived as I intended. Go back and glorify me.” Dan 
returned to his body and awoke as a follower of Jesus Christ. 
He stopped his homosexual ways and became part of a devoted 
Christian community.°° 

One woman, after being struck by lightning on a camping 
trip, encountered the glory of God and became panic-stricken. 
She describes her experience: 


At this point in the act of dying, I had what I call 
the answer to a question I had never verbalized to 
anyone or even faced: Is there really a God? I can’t 
describe it, but the totality and reality of the Living 
God exploded within my being and He filled every 
atom of my body with His glory. In the next moment, 
to my horror, I found that I wasn’t going toward 
God. I was going away from Him. It was like seeing 
what might have been, but going away from it. In my 
panic, I started trying to communicate with the God 
I knew was there.5! 


She begged God to spare her life and offered it to him if she 
were to live. In three months she had recovered fully.52 
Although this account doesn’t identify Jesus Christ or tell 
what the woman did with her life after recovering, her NDE 
resonates with the biblical theme that human beings in their 
own goodness are not worthy of God’s sinless presence. The 
apostle Paul said that those “who do not know God and do not 
obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus... will be punished with 
everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the 
Lord and from the majesty of his power” (2 Thessalonians 
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1:8,9). This woman may have had a preview of the horror of 
eternal separation from God. 

On the other hand, some NDErs claim to have had previews 
of heaven. Maurice Rawlings reports: 


Many of my patients are Christians, and the glimpse 
of glory [seen in the NDE] seems so real, God so 
near, that they want to recount the event to any cooper- 
ative listener. There is no ambiguity. They identify 
this brilliant “being” as Christ himself. No question 
of counterfeit.53 


All researchers and NDErs, however, do not identify the 
being of light with Jesus. Moody thinks that the deep NDE 
always involves a being of light, but he recognizes that the 
“identification of the being varies from individual to individ- 
ual and seems to be largely a function of the religious back- 
ground, training, or beliefs of the person involved.”54 Ring 
maintains that the light does not always appear as a “being,” 
but he agrees with Moody that it represents a basic divine real- 
ity that is variously interpreted.5> Characterizing the light as 
always divine is problematic, however, because of the diverse 
and contradictory ways in which people describe, understand, 
and respond to it.5¢ 

Consider the following. Ring records a strange NDE in 
which the being of light told a woman “who had been raised in 
the Fundamentalist tradition” that she was really Jewish. She 
didn’t identify the being as Jesus Christ, yet she begana search 
for her identity, which included converting to Judaism, divorc- 
ing her husband, and abandoning her shy ways to become 
active in politics.57 This account contradicts Michael Sabom’s 
findings that the NDE does not cause people to switch religions 
(see chapter 4). It is also evidence of the diversity and unpre- 
dictability of the NDE and its effects. 
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Sometimes atheists who have NDEs remain atheists. One 
outstanding case is that of distinguished atheist philosopher 
A.J. Ayer, a leader of a philosophy called logical positivism, 
which dismisses as meaningless anything not empirically veri- 
fiable through scientific means. In an article entitled “What I 
Saw When I Was Dead,” Ayer recounted his surprising NDE. 
While recovering from pneumonia, Ayer choked on a piece of 
food and was clinically dead for about four minutes. He remem- 
bered being “confronted by a red light, exceedingly bright and 
also very painful even when I turned away from it.” He also 
recalled being “aware that this light was responsible for the 
government of the universe.”>8 

Despite this remarkable occurrence, Ayer questioned whether 
it served as evidence of the soul’s existence apart from the 
body. He reasoned that, because the stopping of the heart may 
not entail the arresting of brain function, “the most probable 
hypothesis is that my brain continued to function although my 
heart had stopped.”’59 Ayer concluded: 


My recent experiences have slightly weakened 
my conviction that my genuine death, which is due 
fairly soon, will be the end of me, though I continue 
to hope that it will be. They have not weakened my 
conviction that there is no god. I hope my remain- 
ing an atheist will allay the anxieties of my fellow 
supporters of the Humanist Association, the Ratio- 
nalist Press, and the South Place Ethical Society.© 


In good British tradition, Ayer was wry to the end. Appar- 
ently the light “responsible for the government of the universe” 
didn’t make much of a philosophical impression on him. His 
NDE was minimal compared to some, since it lacked such ele- 
ments as the tunnel, the life-review, intense feelings of peace, 
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visions of deceased relatives (or philosophers!), and communi- 
cation with the light. Ayer died shortly after the article was 
published. 

Other NDEts encounter a brilliant being but do not identify 
it as God. A woman who had had an NDE as a child said, 
“Others have seen God, but I only saw a Light, a Light that I 
will never forget.”®! Another woman was quite insistent that 
her NDE at age 15 did not reveal God, although she says she felt 
“warm and comfortable” and that her “body was illuminated 
by Light.”©2 Now 44 years old, this woman says her NDE 
made her “more tolerant of other people’s beliefs.” She be- 
lieves in reincarnation, but not in God. “For me this experi- 
ence proved that there is life immediately after death. My 
experience didn’t show me a god, so I can’t really believe in 
one.”’63 


MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL 


Readers hoping to find a consistent message from NDEs may 
have found both this chapter and the previous one disturbing. 
Despite some structural commonalities, NDEs do not deliver a 
consistent message on the great questions about God, life, 
death, and spiritual liberation. Some NDErs experience hell or 
something hell-like; others find messages compatible with 
Oriental religions or spiritualism; others discover a Christ- 
filled bliss or even a word of rebuke from Jesus. Some return 
and remain atheists; others switch religions or become more 
religious. Clearly, there is no unified chorus being sung by 
those returning from clinical death. 

What, then, should we believe about our forever? Numerous 
questions continue to haunt us. What kind of death do NDErs 
actually experience? Have they truly visited “the other side”? 
And what is the significance of the NDE for the living? 
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Do THEY REALLY DIE? 


Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated. 
—Mark Twain 


There is no question that the near-death experience is function- 
ing for many people as a new revelation about the afterlife and 
spiritual reality. Bruce Greyson, editor of the Journal of Near- 
Death Studies, is very optimistic. “Thanks to medical tech- 
nology,” he says, “the NDE may become our most common 
doorway to spiritual development.”! If so, studying NDEs might 
one day vie with traditional religious activities—such as prayer, 
meditation, Bible study, worship, and loving service—as a 
popular means of spiritual growth. 

How then do we evaluate the truthfulness of NDErs’ claims, 
especially when differing and even contradictory experiences 
seem intensely real to the people themselves? Can we rely on 
these reports for information about the afterlife? What does 
the NDE signify about spiritual reality? 

As we have seen, Michael Sabom has been able to verify the 
out-of-the-body experience (OBE) that occurs in some NDEs. 
However, the “transcendental NDE”—which includes such ele- 
ments as the light, spirit beings, and a life-review—is not sub- 
ject to the same kind of test. Although transcendental NDEs 
show a consistent structural pattern and are perceived to be 
as real as empirically verifiable OBEs, there is “‘no way to 
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corroborate the details reported in these experiences, as has 
been done with the autoscopic [or OBE aspect of the] NDE.”? 

NDEs would probably be less spiritually fascinating and 
controversial without the notion that those who have “died” 
and returned are in a unique position to know and explain to the 
rest of us what it is like on “the other side.” The “authority” 
of the NDE as a source of information about the nature of the 
afterlife rests on the assumption that NDErs have actually 
passed beyond death’s door and then returned. But have they? 
Has any person who claims to have had an NDE actually died? 
Did Betty Eadie really die, for example? 


THREE DEATHS 


If we are to understand what the NDE tells us about the ulti- 
mate issues of death and the afterlife, we must understand the 
nature of death. In Life After Life, Moody gives three defini- 
tions of human death. The first describes death as “the absence 
of clinically detectable vital signs,” such as breathing, heart- 
beat, and blood pressure, which is accompanied by dilation of 
the pupils and decrease in body temperature.? This definition 
is called “clinical death,” and it allows for resuscitation because 
the patient’s condition is reversible. Moody notes that “in order 
for resuscitation to have occurred, some degree of residual bio- 
logical activity must have been going on in the cells of the 
body, even though the overt signs of these processes were not 
clinically detectable.”’4 Because of the resulting brain damage, 
it is rare for anyone to be resuscitated after more than five or 
six minutes of clinical death.5 _ 

Another definition of death is the “lack of brain wave ac- 
tivity.”° This covers cases in which the rest of the physical 
organism functions while the electroencephalograph (EEG) 
machine fails to detect any electrical activity in the brain. In 
many medical emergencies there is no time to find out whether 
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NDErs are experiencing brai-wave activity, so it is difficult to 
know what, if any, electrical activity occurs during the NDE. 
The EEG is also far from infallible. However, people with flat 
EEG readings have been resuscitated. Drawing from an 18- 
year study of NDEs, cardiologist Fred Schoonmaker reported 
in 1979 that about 55 NDEs involved flat EEG readings.” 

Moody’s third understanding of death is “the irreversible 
loss of vital functions.’ By definition, no one can be resusci- 
tated from this state of biological death°—although the Bible 
records several instances of people who were miraculously 
brought back from biological death by the power of God.!0 
Also, what might have been clinical death in one set of circum- 
stances could have been biological death in another. If, for 
example, Sam’s heart stops beating while he is alone at the 
beach, it is unlikely that he will revive by himself. If his heart 
stops beating while he’s in the hospital, it is possible that he 
will be resuscitated. Moody and others have said that it is 
impossible to know when one has reached the point of no return, 
biologically speaking, for it varies from person to person. 

If someone returns from clinical death with an account of 
life beyond, what are we to make of it? We only know one thing 
for sure so far: The person is describing a “life” beyond clini- 
cal death but before biological death. Although it is difficult to 
say just how close to irreversible death any particular NDEr 
may have been, Moody is right to point out that bona fide 
NDErs “‘have been much closer to [death] than have the vast 
majority of their fellow human beings. . . . [So] Iam quite will- 
ing to listen to what they have to say.””!! 


NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES WITH 
AND WITHOUT CLINICAL DEATH 


To complicate matters, NDEs have been purported to occur 
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before the point of clinical death.!2 There appear to be what 
PM.H. Atwater calls “near-death-like experiences,” which in- 
volve NDE elements (either positive or negative) in the absence 
of clinical death.!3 Some people mistake their experiences as 
having occurred during clinical death when, in fact, they oc- 
curred while they were still alive. In one study of 40 patients 
who had reported NDE symptoms, it was found that while 33 
(82.5 percent) believed they had been “dead” or near death, 
only 18 (45 percent) had experienced serious life-threatening 
illnesses or injuries. For 22 (55 percent) of the patients, the 
medical records showed no life-threatening conditions. Though 
problems in the medical records could account for some of the 
discrepancies, it is likely that the belief that one is dying is 
an “important precipitator of the so-called near-death ex- 
perience.””!4 This has cleverly been called the “fear-death 
experience.””!5 The study concluded that although NDE re- 
searchers Michael Sabom and Melvin Morse provided records on 
the medical conditions of a series of NDE patients, it “appeared 
... that a considerable literature about these experiences rested 
on uncorroborated statements of patients.” !© 

The results of an unofficial 1992 questionnaire that was dis- 
tributed to members of the International Association for Near- 
Death Studies indicated that of the 229 who claimed to have 
experienced the NDE phenoinenon, only 23 percent had done 
so during clinical death. Forty percent claimed to have had an 
NDE during a serious illness or trauma, while 37 percent were 
nowhere near death during their “‘neardeath experience” !!7 
These findings contradict Melvin Morse’s claim that one must 
clinically die in order to have the experiences associated with 
the NDE. Apparently his sampie was too limited.!8 

Along similar lines, the findings of George Gallup’s Adven- 
tures in Immortality (1982) are often cited to show the prev- 
alence of NDEs. Gallup’s poll asked this question: “Have you, 
yourself, ever been on the verge of death or had a ‘close call’ 
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which involved any unusual experience at that time?’”!9 Fifteen 
percent answered in the affirmative. In 1982, Gallup calcu- 
lated this to mean eight million Americans. Although this 
figure is often thrown around (and adjusted for the present 
population), it is far from accurate in assessing how many 
people have actually had NDEs because these figures were 
based only on people’s perceptions with no corroboration from 
medical records. 

Reports of brushes with death can be unintentionally fabri- 
cated. The Gallup question concerning “a close call” with 
death is ambiguous. This could mean either being medically 
close to death (such as in cardiac arrest) or simply perceiving 
oneself to be near death (such as fearing an imminent car crash 
or overestimating the severity of a medical condition).?! 

In a survey of 1000 university students, 107 said they had 
come close to death. Yet half of these had only faced a potential 
danger, which they had avoided. After these were excluded 
from the study, the researchers addressed only the 32 students 
who had become unconscious. Of these, only seven had experi- 
enced an NDE. This translates to only 0.7 percent—a figure 
far removed from Gallup’s 15 percent! This study indicated 
that a bona fide NDE is probably much rarer than is generally 
believed.22 To adapt a witticism from Mark Twain, the reports 
of some NDErs’ deaths have been greatly exaggerated. 

The upshot is that if the NDE is to function as a firsthand 
report about the afterlife, it must at least occur during clini- 
cal death. Extraordinary experiences occurring before clinical 
death, no matter how much they resemble a genuine NDE, can- 
not qualify as firsthand reports of what happens to people who 
are clinically dead. 

Furthermore, since clinical-death NDEs are quite similar to 
pre-death “NDEs” (which could not possibly be experiences of 
the afterlife, whatever else they may be), then perhaps the NDEs 
that occur during clinical death are not experiences of the 
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afterlife either. Perhaps both phenomena are merely limited 
explorations of the spirit world by a soul temporarily outside of 
the body. Such visits to the spirit realm are not necessarily the 
same thing as being permanently and irrevocably assigned to 
an afterlife of either heaven or hell. 

While Dannion Brinkley was recuperating from his clinical 
death, he claims that by dreaming he entered the same spiri- 
tual world that he had visited during his NDE—although he 
says that in his dreams, unlike during his NDE, he was aware 
of his physical body.?3 If this place to which he journeyed was 
the afterlife, how could he have gone back and forth between 
this life and the next, all the while being physically in this life? 
By definition, the afterlife is just that: where people go after 
this life, not during it. How could any place that people visit 
during this life be the afterlife? If the spiritual realm that is 
visited in near-death-like experiences is more or less the same 
spiritual realm that is visited during clinical death, then people 
who have NDEs may not be experiencing the afterlife at all. 


How Muca LikE DEATH Is 
THE NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE? 


To interpret the NDE as a first taste of what everyone ex- 
periences after death is to go beyond the evidence. Even if 
Betty Eadie and other NDErs encountered an unconditionally 
accepting being of light during clinical death, they may well 
see nothing of such a being when they finally do die and enter 
the afterlife. After all, those who have come back from the 
edge of death to report an NDE were only near death; they 
were not in the final state of biological death. 

But what concerns most of us is our ultimate fate after bio- 
logical death. Since our bodies return to the dust, what will 
happen to our souls? Is there anything experienced during the 
state of clinical death that is relevant to this question? 
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We know that a genuine NDE is a rare conscious experience 
during clinical death that cannot be adequately explained 
according to physical factors alone. However, the only thing 
this establishes is what Habermas and Moreland call a “mini- 
malistic view of life after death,”’24 which means that when the 
soul is separated from the body during clinical death, it con- 
tinues to exist for a short period of time. The NDE cannot tell 
us how much longer the soul will exist, or the conditions under 
which it will exist. 

Whatever may happen during an NDE is of a minimal dura- 
tion and is not the final state. This is why it is called a near- 
death experience. Sabom concludes his study of NDEs by 
answering the question, “Does the NDE represent a glimpse of 
an afterlife?” 


Asa physician and a scientist, I cannot, of course, 
say for sure that the NDE is indicative of what is to 
come at the moment of final bodily death. These ex- 
periences were encountered during waning moments 
of life. Those reporting these experiences were not 
brought back from the dead, but were rescued from a 
point very close to death. Thus, in the strictest sense, 
these experiences are encounters of near-death, and 
not of death itself.25 


Many NDEs involve the awareness of a barrier or divide that 
one cannot cross and still return to the body.2© This may sym- 
bolize at least one difference between near-death and final 
death, although some NDEts claim to have crossed over and to 
have come back.?7 Atwater states, “It is of importance to me 
that no near-death survivor has ever described a total release or 
disconnection from his or her body.”’28 Some NDErs mention 
the soul being sucked back into the body upon resuscitation, 
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which implies some manner of connection between the two. 
The soul returns when the body is ready. 

Both NDErs and those who have had OBEs without NDEs 
sometimes speak of a cord connecting the soul to the body. 
This phenomenon is not as commonly reported in modern NDEs 
as it was during the spiritualist movement of the nineteenth 
century,29 but modern examples have been noted by near-death 
researcher Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and others.3° Morse recorded 
one NDEr as saying, “I left my body, although I still felt like I 
was connected to it by astring.’’3! In Shirley MacLaine’s popu- 
lar book Out on a Limb (1983), she describes an OBE journey— 
not part of an NDE—during which she noticed that “attached 
to my spirit was a thin, thin, silver cord that remained stretched 
though attached to my body.”32 This phenomenon is often 
interpreted to mean that once the cord is severed, returning to 
the body is impossible. There may be an intimation of this in 
the book of Ecclesiastes: 


Remember him—before the silver cord is 
severed, 

or the golden bow! is broken; 

before the pitcher is shattered at the spring, 
or the wheel broken at the well, 

and the dust returns to the ground it came from, 
and the spirit returns to God who gave it 
(Ecclesiastes 12:6,7).33 


The distinction between near-death and biological death led 
Roman Catholic theologian Hans Kiing to make the important 
point that NDEs reveal something about the process of dying 
but nothing about death itself. For him, NDEs imply nothing 
about an eternal life after death. Although dying is the way to 
the final destination of the soul, no NDEr has reached that 


Do THEY REALLY DIE? 5 


destination.34 Kiing is right to emphasize the difference be- 
tween “eternal life” and the limitations of the NDE. However, 
if the OBE aspect of at least some NDEs can be established (as 
argued in chapter 4), then the NDE does give good evidence for 
the existence of the soul and its separability from the body— 
which makes the eternal existence of the soul after biological 
death easier to accept.35 


THE TIBETAN DEAD 


In the popular book The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying 
(1992)—which is based on The Tibetan Book of the Dead—Sogyal 
Rinpoche observes that whatever NDEs mean, they do not rep- 
resent the final stage of death. In describing the similarities 
and differences between modern NDEs and death according to 
the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, Rinpoche writes: 


The greatest difference, of course, is the fact that 
the near-death experiencers do not die, whereas the 
[Tibetan Buddhist] teachings describe what happens 
to people as they die, after actual physical death, 
and as they take rebirth. The fact that the near-death 
experiencers do not go further on the journey into 
death—some are only ‘“‘dead”’ for one minute— 
must go some way to explaining the possibility for 
disparities between the two accounts.3¢ 


Although Moody mentions The Tibetan Book of the Dead as a 
source that correlates with his findings, he grants that it “includes 
many later stages of death which none of my subjects have gone 
so far as to experience.”37 Moody fails to mention that, ‘for 
Tibetan Buddhism, the final state of death is the dissolving of 
the individual self prior to reincarnation.>® This dissolution of 
the self is not experienced by NDErts. (It would, after all, be 
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impossible to experience.) Nor would the idea of it appeal to 
someone who would rather live eternally “in the light” as an 
individual than cease to exist as an individual and be reincar- 
nated as another person.3 

Moreover, according to Tibetan Buddhism, states after death 
but before dissolution are regarded as merely projections of 
the individual’s mind. They are not viewed as concrete, objec- 
tive realities. Rinpoche says, “Once we mistake the appear- 
ances [of NDEs] as separate from us, as ‘external visions,’ we 
respond with fear or hope, which leads us into delusion.”’40 
The editor of an earlier edition of the Tibetan Book of the Dead 
commented that the pre-dissolution visions “are not visions of 
reality, but nothing more than (one’s own) intellectual impulses 
which have assumed personified form.”4! This is quite at odds 
with the typical understanding of NDEs as conveying some 
truth about an actual, objective spiritual reality after death. 


Dip BETTY EADIE REALLY DIE? 


The more influential the NDE account, the more important 
is the question of whether clinical death can be verified. Em- 
braced by the Light enjoys immense popularity largely because 
Betty Eadie claims to have received spiritual insights from 
Jesus Christ and other angelic beings in the heavenly realm 
while she was dead. For this claim to be true, Eadie must at 
least have been clinically dead. Several important elements of 
her story, however, suggest that she may not have been clini- 
cally dead at the time of her experience. 

Eadie waited almost 20 years to publish her alleged 1973 
NDE. Why so long a wait? NDE researchers prefer to deal with 
accounts as quickly as possible after clinical death so as to be 
assured of a more accurate record of what occurred.42 

Another question is why Eadie, thus far,43 has refused to 
release her medical records, to name the hospital where she 
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stayed, or even to name the doctor who was in charge during 
the time she had her experience.*4 Eadie has said that her doc- 
tor is now deceased.45 She has also stated, “The exact length 
of time I was dead and whatnot were not documented, so I 
don’t have those facts,”’4° and “I can’t prove it happened. But I 
know it’s true.”’47 When asked by the Christian Research Jour- 
nal if she intended to release her medical records, she replied, 
“No, I doubt it.’’48 She explains this refusal by saying, “I don’t 
need credibility. I’m not trying to prove my experience, I’m 
sharing it.”’49 

From the few details Eadie has supplied, it is possible to 
piece the following together. She had a partial hysterectomy 
in the morning and regained consciousness in the afternoon, 
when her doctor told her the surgery had been successful and 
that she would be feeling fine shortly. After falling asleep fora 
time, she awoke and rang for a nurse to get her some water. The 
nurse said that her husband and some friends had visited, but 
she did not recall it. At 9:00 P.M., a nurse brought Eadie her 
evening medication. Except for a little pain from the surgery, 
she felt fine. A half hour later, she felt light-headed and chilled 
and wanted to sleep; within minutes after this, her alleged 
NDE began.5° 

Details are also sparse as to events following her supposed 
return to her body. Immediately after reentering her body, the 
three spirit “monks” came to comfort her; she then fell asleep 
until 2:00 A.M. She did not know how long she had been “in 
the spirit world,” or whether anyone had been in her room or if 
anything had been done to revive her. There appeared to be no 
evidence that any medical intervention had taken place. 

Eadie then experienced a terrifying demonic encounter, and 
the “monks” returned to rescue and encourage her. She tele- 
phoned her husband, who came immediately. Eadie remem- 
bers that around this time, anxious doctors and nurses were 
working on her. She doesn’t know what they were doing or 
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how long they had been there, but she says that for the next few 
hours they came in and out of her room to check on her.! 

Five years after Eadie’s “death,” she plucked up some cour- 
age and went to talk to her doctor about what had happened that 
night. The doctor, Eadie claims, told her that she had hemor- 
rhaged during the surgery, and that there had indeed been 
complications that night. She reports that “it appeared that the 
hemorrhage [had] occurred again later that night,” and as a 
result “they had lost me for a while but had felt that it was best 
not to mention anything to me.””>2 


QUESTIONING EADIE’S STORY 


Hemorrhage is a term that describes massive bleeding. The 
American Heritage Dictionary defines the noun hemorrhage as 
an “excessive discharge of blood from the blood vessels; pro- 
fuse bleeding.” It defines the verb “to bleed copiously.” 53 
Since this is the term Eadie supposedly got from her doctor, 
and since a doctor should know how to use the term correctly, 
we can assume that she had massive bleeding during her sur- 
gery. 

If so, Eadie would most likely have been hooked up to a 
blood drip after surgery, either in her room or in the ICU.54 
The complications entailed by this procedure contradict the 
sparse details Eadie gives us. Unless Eadie had been a victim of 
gross medical neglect, her family, the nurses, and Eadie herself 
would have been notified that her postsurgical condition was 
serious. Furthermore, family members would probably have 
stayed by her throughout the day and evening, and the nursing 
staff would have been checking her at least every half hour for 
the first few hours following the surgery. None of this squares 
with Eadie’s statement that the doctor had told her the opera- 
tion had been “a success.” Nor is it consistent with the sense of 
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normality Eadie conveys wheh describing the time spent alone 
in her room after the surgery and prior to the NDE. 

There are other apparent inconsistencies. Eadie claims to 
have died and undergone her NDE shortly after 9:30 P.M. To set 
the stage for this, she gives her readers the sense that she was 
pretty much left alone by the nursing staff because she was 
recovering nicely; that is, she wasn’t being checked on every 
15 or 30 minutes. After taking her medication at 9:00 P.M. she 
was left to fall asleep for the night. In this context, she sud- 
denly dies, with no one likely to come in to check on her right 
away. This is important because, as noted earlier, a patient nor- 
mally cannot remain clinically dead for more than six minutes 
without becoming biologically dead. Let’s say that Eadie went 
the distance and remained “dead” for six minutes. If there 
were no doctors or nurses in her room at the time to administer 
CPR, why didn’t she pass on to biological death after six min- 
utes? Even if, for the sake of argument, we extend the time of 
her clinical death to 10 or 15 minutes, we still have to ask the 
same tough question. 

Had medical personnel entered her room and resuscitated 
Eadie shortly after her “death” at 9:30 p.M.? Eadie says, “No- 
body was aware that I had died.”55 Her supposedly lifeless 
body lay alone in the room. She evidently does not know what 
time it was when she “slipped back”’ into her body, but she 
does describe her room as looking just as it had when she 
“left” it. There was no one in the room, and no indication that 
anyone had been in the room to resuscitate her. She fell asleep 
after returning to her body; she doesn’t know for how long. 
When she awoke it was 2:00 A.M.5® 

At this time, her room was still empty, although it soon be- 
came populated with assorted spirit beings. The first human to 
enter her room was her husband, arriving in response to her 
phone call. Only after her husband showed up did Eadie be- 
come aware of doctors and nurses attending to her, which they 


120 Do THEY REALLY DIE? 


evidently were doing with some urgency.57 This does sound 
like emergency medical treatment, but it did not occur until 
after 2:00 A.M.—over four-and-a-half hours after whatever 
supposedly triggered her NDE. Eadie reports that she “contin- 
ued to view the spirit world during this time,”>8 and this may 
have included elements of a genuine NDE. But she does not tell 
us of these experiences. 

The four-and-a-half-hour gap between the time Eadie claims 
to have had her NDE and the time she apparently received 
emergency medical treatment makes her story doubtful. If 
Eadie re-hemorrhaged and, as a result, entered clinical death 
around 9:30 P.M., and if no medical personnel tended to her 
until after 2:00 A.M., then her body would have had to recover 
of its own accord not only from the hemorrhage and it effects, 
but also from clinical death (cessation of breathing and heart- 
beat). This, medically speaking, is highly improbable. It is 
more probable that, if Eadie had hemorrhaged and died and not 
been resuscitated, she would have been biologically dead by 
the time the doctors and nurses came into her room four-and- 
a-half hours later. 

In conclusion, it appears likely that either Eadie was not 
clinically dead at the time of her “NDE,” or she was biolog- 
ically dead. Since the latter could not be the case—barring a 
miracle of biblical proportions, for which we have no evidence— 
we are left with serious questions as to whether Eadie’s experi- 
ence of being “embraced by the light” could have had anything 
at all to do with life after death. If Eadie did not clinically die 
and have some kind of NDE on the evening of her surgery, the 
only options for explaining the experience she recounts are 
that it is a fabrication, a vivid dream, a hallucination, an out- 
of-the-body experience, a spiritual deception, or some combi- 
nation of these factors. 
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Given the amazing popularity of Eadie’s book and the gulli- 
bility of many people—not to mention the dire eternal con- 
sequences of believing her message if it is untrue—it seems 
unwarranted for Eadie to expect us simply to take her word for 
it. But, of course, even if she were to verify her clinical death, 
that in itself would not prove that the message of her NDE is 
true, as we have argued throughout this book.5? 

In pursuing the significance of the NDE, we next will con- 
sult the Bible. Does it give instances of NDEs, as many claim? 
Do its teachings agree or disagree with the reports given by 
NDErts? 


ALSO a 


THE BIBLE AND THE 
NEAR-DEATH 
EXPERIENCE 


Every word of God is flawless; he is a shield to those 
who take refuge in him. 


—Proverbs 30:5 


T: would be unwise to build a philosophy of life, death, and the 
afterlife on NDE reports, given their penultimate nature and 
their often contradictory spiritual messages. Researchers 
themselves are aware of this. Kenneth Ring acknowledges that 
“what may happen after the initial stages of death—something 
this [NDE] research cannot speak to—remains an open ques- 
tion.”! When a hot-air balloon climbs into the sky, the air is 
pure, the sky is blue, and all is well. However, it would be fool- 
ish to assume that such initial conditions of ascent are likely to 
continue all the way to the atmosphere of the moon. Despite 
his own elaborate NDE, George Ritchie writes, “I have no idea 
what the next life will be like. Whatever I saw was only—from 
the doorway, so to speak. But it was enough to convince 
me...that consciousness does not cease with physical 
death.”2 

The issue of discrepant NDEs also suggests the possibility of 
spiritual misperception or even deception. Consider two NDEs 
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mentioned in chapter 6. In one, a spirit told a woman that there 
is no sin. In another, a practicing homosexual was told by a 
being he took to be Jesus Christ that he should forsake his 
homosexual behavior and honor the heavenly Father. The sec- 
ond account presupposes sin as a reality to be renounced, while 
the first denies its reality entirely. Simply put, both of these 
accounts cannot express the same spiritual reality, because 
their messages are contradictory. It cannot be true that there is 
sin and that there is no sin. That would be nonsense. 


NEAR-DEATH ERROR 


In order to avoid nonsense and pursue truth, we need to 
dispense with the assumption that NDErs are free from signifi- 
cant spiritual deception. Although some researchers insist that 
ali positive NDEs are of the same reality but are simply de- 
scribed differently, the fact is that many accounts of NDEs 
differ so significantly that they could not all be referring to the 
same truth. 

A fascinating account by Maurice Rawlings highlights what 
is at stake. Rawlings interviewed a rough-looking 21-year-old 
man who wanted to donate plasma. When Rawlings questioned 
the man about several recent wounds that might infect others, 
the man reluctantly confessed to having killed two people. He 
also had been shot by a transvestite after beating him up for 
deceiving him into thinking he was a woman. While receiving 
CPR in an ambulance, this man had undergone an NDE that 
included passing through a tunnel and seeing a heavenly, wel- 
coming light. When Rawlings asked him how he felt about 
that, the man said: 


Well, it felt good to be in this beautiful place, you 
know, but I kept wondering why the light never 
asked me about my beating the heck out of the cross- 
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dresser. And the light never mentioned the two kill- 
ings in the past. 

I was glad he didn’t ask me about those things, 
but if he was from God, why didn’t he? I thought 
about bringing it up, but said to myself, “Why knock 
a good thing?” and kept my mouth shut. I knew I 
should be in hell instead of this nice place, but I kept 
quiet.3 


Perplexed, the man then asked Rawlings, “Doc, does God 
ever make mistakes?’’4 This confused fellow seemed to have a 
better moral sense and theology than the being of light itself.5 
Few people would claim that God, the all-perfect being, makes 
mistakes or is forgetful. This man wisely questioned the mean- 
ing of his experience. By way of contrast, Dannion Brinkley 
said that early on in his NDE, “I put my trust in the Being of 
Light.” Was this wise? Should we trust what we hear carte 
blanche? 

The question is one of discernment. We have argued that 
some NDEs are real; that is, they cannot be dismissed as mere 
illusions of a dying brain.” However, the deeper question is not 
of its reality but of its identity. If the NDE is not ‘“‘just in the 
mind” but is an experience of objective reality, then it is pos- 
sible that a mask is being worn. A cross-dresser is a real 
person, but one with a deceptive facade that misidentifies who 
he is. Similarly, a spiritual experience may be real and yet 
false. Phillip Swihart explains: 


Even if we could demonstrate that the near-death 
experiences occurred during death, we would have 
to evaluate the character of those experiences and 
determine whether they provide insight into the way 
things really are.8 
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To try to identify its meaning and message, many NDE 
enthusiasts, such as Kenneth Ring, have adopted New Age and 
other non-Christian perspectives. Others, like Raymond 
Moody and Betty Eadie, have attempted to draw strong con- 
nections between the NDE and the Christian tradition, 
perhaps because the majority of Americans are theists who 
have some affinity with Christianity. But we need to question 
whether or how these connections should be drawn. 


ARE NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES 
IN THE BIBLE? 


Moody and others claim that the Bible reveals NDEs or phe- 
nomena like them. Moody rightly notes that the Bible “is the 
most widely read and discussed book dealing with matters 
relating to the nature of the spiritual aspect of man and to life 
after death.” It is therefore appropriate to consider what it 
may have to say about the NDE. 


Paul's Vision of Jesus. Moody finds a parallel to an NDE in 
the vision of Jesus given to Rabbi Saul of Tarsus, which con- 
verted him from a persecutor of Christians to the apostle Paul, 
a disciple of Jesus Christ. In Acts 26:12-27, Paul tells King 
Agrippa that on a trip to Damascus years earlier, he saw a blaz- 
ing light, brighter than the sun, which engulfed him and his 
companions and forced them to fall to the ground. Then a voice 
said, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” Paul asked, 
“Who are you, Lord?” “I am Jesus, whom you are persecut- 
ing,” came the reply. Jesus then said, 


I am sending you to them [both Jews and Gen- 
tiles] to open their eyes and turn them from darkness 
to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that 
they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place 
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among those who are sanctified by faith in me (Acts 
26:17,18). 


Paul was temporarily blinded by the light, but his sight was 
restored a few days later when a disciple named Ananias prayed 
for him (Acts 9:10-19). 

Moody noted that Paul’s experience was similar to an NDE 
in that it included a vision of acommunicating light, it changed 
Paul’s life, and one man declared Paul to be insane (Acts 26:24), 
just as NDErs sometimes are labeled.!° Moody also noted that 
Paul’s vision was unlike an NDE in two ways: It did not occur at 
a point near death, and Paul was physically blinded instead of 
merely being dazzled by the light."! But the vision of Jesus that 
turned Saul, the enemy of Christians, into Paul, the apostle of 
Christ, differs from most NDEs in many other respects as well. 
There was no OBE, no tunnel, no vision of deceased people 
(besides the resurrected Jesus), no life-review, or any other 
major NDE elements. 

Moody seems to ignore the meaning of Jesus’ words to Saul, 
even though these words disclose a message entirely different 
from that of the most commonly reported NDEs. Moody’s 
model of the NDE—which downplays or ignores the negative 
experiences—contradicts Jesus’ message to Saul. This comes 
into sharp relief when we contrast the words of Saul’s “being 
of light” with four impressions that many NDErs receive from 
their being of light or from the NDE in general. 


1. A typical NDE impression is that we should not fear death 
because we’ve done nothing in this life to warrant fearing the 
afterlife. 

Although Jesus does not specifically mention death, he 
implies that it can only be welcomed without fear if one has 
turned “from the power of Satan to God” in order to receive 
“forgiveness of sins” through “faith in me” (Acts 26:18). 
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Without the forgiveness of sins and deliverance from the power 
of Satan, one cannot be without fear of a morally perfect God 
and the eternal consequences of unforgiven sin. 


2. Another common NDE message is that there is no judg- 
ment. The being of light accepts everyone and rejects no one. 
There is no hell. 

However, if God’s policy were to accept all people regard- 
less of their moral state or spiritual orientation, it would have 
been absurd for Jesus to have instructed Paul to “open their 
eyes” to the spiritual realities vital to their finding “ta place 
among those who are sanctified by faith” in Jesus (verse 18). 
The word sanctified is not commonly used today. In the Bible it 
means “set apart” to a holy God or “‘distinguished” from sin. 

Evidently, Jesus was explaining to Saul that as people re- 
ceive forgiveness and experience the power of God by faith, 
they will be morally transformed. This sets them apart for 
God’s purposes and distinguishes them from those who have 
not yet entered into the experience of divine forgiveness, 
power, and love. 

As was mentioned in chapter 5, Jesus spoke frequently of 
hell as a literal place of everlasting alienation from God, re- 
served for those who refuse forgiveness on God’s terms and so 
remain enslaved to Satan’s power. Yet Betty Eadie and many 
other NDErs claim that no one will go to hell.!2 


3. The NDEs commonly reported by Moody, Ring, Morse, 
and others neglect any mention of Jesus Christ as the unique 
agent of spiritual liberation (what the Bible calls salvation”). 
Instead, people are considered to be already “one with God.” 
The being of light may be identified as Jesus in some cases, but 
this Jesus does not usually seem to be the Jesus of the New 
Testament. For example, Moody reported an NDEr who said 
that “the light was Christ—a consciousness, a oneness with all 
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things.” !5 This does not harmonize with the words Jesus spoke 
to Saul. 

First, Saul is not “one” with Jesus in the sense of sharing 
Jesus’ divine identity, or he would not have cowered before the 
majesty of the resurrected and radiant Jesus (see also Revela- 
tion 1:12-18). Second, Jesus teaches about the existence of good 
and evil, not about a divine oneness of all things. He speaks of 
people turning from the power of Satan (evil) to the power of 
God (good) (Acts 26:18). Third, Jesus distinguishes those who 
are set apart by faith in him from those who are not. The Jesus 
of Saul’s vision knows nothing of pantheistic monism.!4 


4. In NDEs there is often the sense that religious doctrines 
don’t matter; one should simply gain knowledge and become 
more loving. 

The goals of becoming more loving and knowledgeable are 
not contradicted by Jesus’ revelation to Saul. Yet Jesus’ mes- 
sage contained no vague generalities. When Paul defended 
himself before King Agrippa, he declared, “I am saying noth- 
ing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen— 
that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the 
dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gen- 
tiles” (Acts 26:22,23). 

Paul’s encounter with the light that was Jesus compelled him 
to proclaim that light to everyone he could reach, no matter 
what the cost. In fact, Paul was being tried by King Agrippa 
because of his declaration of Jesus’ message. Generalities about 
divine love and a no-questions-asked acceptance of generic 
spirituality would have stirred up little trouble with the govern- 
ing authorities and would have left no mark on world history. 
Unlike many NDErs, Paul did not have a universalistic or syn- 
cretistic view of religions as being one in essence. For Paul, 
Jesus was the prime reality one must know, and his truth ex- 
cluded all error. 
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The Spiritual Body. Moody appeals to Paul’s statements about 
the “spiritual body” in 1 Corinthians 15:35-44, which he cor- 
relates with NDErs’ reports of leaving their physical bodies. 
Moody believes the NDE’s emphasis on the disembodied soul 
harmonizes with Paul’s view here.!5 

Paul does speak of Christians leaving their bodies at death to 
be with their Lord (2 Corinthians 5:1-5; Philippians 1:23,24). 
But in 1 Corinthians 15, he is describing the Christian’s resur- 
rected body, which will be raised by God at the end of history. 
The reference is to life after death in a new body, not life with- 
out a body. 

The phrase “spiritual body” means a resurrected body per- 
fectly animated by the Holy Spirit and free from the power of 
sin and corruption. 


“Spiritual body” does not mean a nonmaterial 
body, but...a physical one similar to the present 
natural body organizationally, but radically dif- 
ferent in that it will be imperishable, glorious and 
powerful, fit to live eternally with God. There is 
continuity, but there is also change.'© 


The spiritual body to which Paul refers is still in the future; 
it will come forth at the resurrection of the dead at the end of 
history as we know it. This has nothing to do with what NDErs 
experience. Again, Moody hasn’t done his homework. 


The Vision of Stephen. Moody also alludes to Stephen’s mar- 
tyrdom (wrongly referring to him as an “apostle’’) as “a pos- 
sible near-death experience.”!7 Acts chapter 7 tells us that 
while Stephen was preaching a message to his fellow Jews to 
accept Jesus as the Messiah, they became furious with him. 
“But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and 
saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of 
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God. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I see heaven open and the Son of Man 
standing at the right hand of God’ ” (Acts 7:55,56). After this, 
the irate crowd screamed at him, dragged him out of town, and 
began to stone him. During the stoning, Stephen said, “Lord 
Jesus, receive my spirit,” and “Lord, do not hold this sin 
against them” (Acts 7:59,60). Then he died. 

Nothing is recorded about Stephen’s experience after he 
died. This is not “a possible near-death experience”’; it is the 
experience of someone who was in good health up until the 
time he was executed. Stephen’s vision of God the Father and 
Jesus Christ occurred while he was fully alive; it was not a 
near-death vision of a generic being of light. In fact, no light is 
mentioned. Stephen’s theology is also at odds with much of 
what comes from commonly reported NDEs. He asks Jesus to 
forgive his executioners’ sin of breaking God’s commandment 
not to murder (Exodus 20:13). Stephen’s statement presup- 
poses that God is a personal and morally impeccable being who 
has been sinned against by his creatures—creatures who des- 
perately need forgiveness through the Jesus to whom Stephen 
prayed. 


Paul Out of the Body? Another way people use the Bible to 
try to substantiate the NDE is by referring to Paul’s rather 
cryptic account of being “caught up” to heaven: 


Iknow a person in Christ who fourteen years ago 
was caught up to the third heaven—whether in the 
body or out of the body I do not know; God knows. 
And I know that such a person—whether in the body 
or out of the body I do not know; God knows—was 
caught up into Paradise and heard things that are 
not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat 
(2 Corinthians 12:2-4 NRSV). 
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Melvin Morse somewhat glibly refers to this statement by 
the apostle Paul as illustrative of the kinds of NDEs he de- 
scribes in his book Closer to the Light.'8 Yet there is no mention 
in Paul’s account of a rushing sound, a tunnel, deceased people, 
a great light, a life-review, or any typical NDE elements. 

Despite Paul's reticence to explain this matter in more detail, 
some Christians circulated a phony but influential Greek text 
during the third century, which claimed to fill in the missing 
metaphysical details of Paul’s experience.!9 But Paul clearly 
stated that he was not “permitted to repeat” what he had expe- 
rienced in “the third heaven” or in “Paradise” (words that 
refer to God’s dwelling place). What the apostle does say, how- 
ever, is untypical of most NDErs’ stories. 

First, Paul doesn’t know if his experience took place in or 
out of the body. If it were in the body, it would have nothing in 
common with the NDE, which occurs out of the body. How- 
ever, by allowing that he might have been out of the body at the 
time, Paul does grant the possibility of the soul leaving the 
body to be with God prior to irreversible, biological death. 

Second, even if this experience did take place outside of his 
body, Paul says nothing about being near death at the time. 
Some have speculated that Paul was recounting a vision he had 
received when he was left for dead after having been stoned at 
Lystra (Acts 14:19,20). This is highly speculative, since the 
Bible only says that the Jews who stoned him thought he was 
dead. They may have been mistaken; we don’t know. In Saved 
by the Light, Dannion Brinkley makes the mistake of confus- 
ing Paul’s stoning at Lystra with his “NDE” on the road to 
Damascus.?° When Paul recounts his stoning, he says nothing 
about dying (2 Corinthians 11:25). Even if he did die and then 
got revived at Lystra, this doesn’t mean he had the vision of 
paradise at that time. 

Third, although Paul goes on to mention the “surpassingly 
great revelations” (2 Corinthians 12:7) he received during this 
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experience, he does not make them the basis for his ministry or 
his message about Jesus; for he was not allowed to explain 
them to anyone. Paul is far more reserved than many of his 
interpreters. 

Fourth, whatever happened to Paul, his experience could 
not be representative of NDEs in general because he is refer- 
ring only to “a person in Christ” (verse 2), that is, a Christian. 
We cannot infer from his words that all people who claim to 
leave the body experience what Paul, “a person in Christ,” 
experienced. The Bible teaches that people who are not “in 
Christ” at death have a very different ultimate destination 
from those who are “in Christ.” 

These biblical investigations challenge Morse’s syncretistic 
speculation that “many of the world’s religious leaders have 
been driven by profound near-death and other visionary expe- 
riences that involve the mystical light.”2! Near-death experi- 
ence certainly did not “drive” Jesus or his disciples. Although 
Morse attempts to link religious leaders as diverse as Jonathan 
Edwards (a Calvinist theologian) and Swami Yogananda (a 
pantheistic Hindu) on the basis of their references to divine 
light, a study of biblical teaching shows that the light of Jesus 
Christ cannot be identified with the “light” of any pantheistic, 
monistic experience.?2 


How IMPORTANT IS THE 
NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE? 


Because the Bible does not describe any NDEs, we can con- 
clude that it does not view them as crucial for our understanding 
of life, death, and the beyond. Even when Jesus miraculously 
raised his friend Lazarus from biological death, the Bible does 
not record anything about any experience Lazarus had while 
his body was in the tomb for four days (John 11:1-44). 
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Although the Bible teaches that the soul separates from the 
body at death, it does not predict that those who return from 
clinical death will have an NDE to report. Nor does it assume 
that any experiences occurring at clinical death should serve 
as the final word on the afterlife. Therefore, from a biblical 
perspective, all NDEs could be delusional in one way or 
another without this affecting the Bible’s teaching on the after- 
life. If some NDEs are spiritual experiences apart from the 
body, as I believe some are, this would provide some evidence 
for an afterlife. But such evidence still leaves many questions 
unanswered—unless we consult the Bible as our authority. 
The NDE has only a very limited value as an indicator of post- 
mortem truth. 

Near-death experiences often differ too substantially to be 
reconciled even to each other, let alone to the Bible. Although 
some NDE researchers and others appeal to the Bible to justify 
the existence and importance of NDEs, the Bible says little if 
anything about the NDE. The near-death experience is not 
crucial to biblical teaching regarding life after death or, for 
that matter, life before death. What is crucial is the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus Christ and its eternal implications. 


JESUS’ RESURRECTION AND 
THE AFTERLIFE 


The Christian faith is rooted in one who has returned from 
the dead, not as an NDEr, but as the risen Lord of the universe. 
More than anything else, the resurrection of Jesus Christ dis- 
tinguishes Christianity from other religions. Because no other 
religion is based on the physical resurrection of its founder, 
Christianity cannot be synthesized with other faiths. The 
Christian faith depends on the historical fact of Christ’s resur- 
rection from the dead. As the apostle Paul observed, if Christ 
has not been raised, preaching the gospel is useless, Christian 
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faith is futile, there is no forgiveness of sin, and there is no 
hope for heaven (1 Corinthians 15:14-19). But, Paul proclaimed, 
“Christ has indeed been raised from the dead” (15:20). Be- 
cause of this, Christians believe that they, too, will one day be 
raised from the dead and given bodies that are imperishable. 


Our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await 
a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by 
the power that enables him to bring everything 
under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so 
that they will be like his glorious body (Philippians 
3:20,21). 


This resurrection hope is not a leap of faith in the dark. 
Many factors make belief in Christ’s resurrection credible and 
attractive to those thirsting for endless life. First, testimony to 
his resurrection came quickly after his crucifixion and was 
made by eyewitnesses and by people who had consulted eyewit- 
nesses (Luke 1:1-4; 2 Peter 1:16). There was no time for a legend 
to develop and a resurrection myth to be added to the story of 
Jesus and his followers. Here is what the apostle Paul had to 
say: 


Ihanded on to you as of first importance what I in 
turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in ac- 
cordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, 
and that he was raised on the third day in accordance 
with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, 
then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than 
five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most 
of whom are still alive, though some have died. 
Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. 
Last of all . . . he appeared also to me (1 Corinthians 
15:3-8 NRSV). 
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Paul wrote this some time in the mid-50s, and throughout it 
he quotes from well-known sayings that were circulating very 
soon after Jesus’ death. This shows that the newborn church 
had a firm conviction that Jesus was no longer dead. All the 
New Testament books, which were written by people who 
were in a good position to report accurately the events they 
recorded, affirm the resurrection of Christ as a historical fact 
that was central to the gospel.?3 

Second, it is impossible to explain adequately the origin and 
growth of Christianity without Jesus’ resurrection. Virtually 
all scholars of New Testament history agree that Jesus died 
by crucifixion, that his original disciples were thrown into 
despair, that they came to believe that he was raised from the 
dead, that this transformed them from despair to courageous 
hope followed by proclamation, and that Paul was converted 
to Christianity through an extraordinary vision which was 
thought to be of the resurrected Christ. The actual physical 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is the best explana- 
tion for these historical facts.24 

Since the apostles preached the resurrected Jesus in the 
vicinity where he had been crucified, their gospel could have 
been refuted decisively simply by exhuming and exposing the 
corpse of Jesus. Both the Roman government and the Jewish 
religious leaders would have been motivated to refute the 
young Christians, but they did not because they could not pro- 
duce the body. He had risen. 

Furthermore, if Jesus had remained in a tomb, in all likeli- 
hood the tomb would have been venerated, as were at least 50 
tombs of religious leaders during that time.25 But we have only 
the record of an empty tomb. Even those who opposed the 
Christian movement granted the fact of Jesus’ empty tomb 
(Matthew 28:11-15). 

If Jesus had not been raised, it would be difficult to explain 
why the early church instituted two religious practices— 
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baptism and the Lord’s supper—that presuppose Jesus’ resur- 
rection. Christian baptism was perpetuated on the basis of the 
analogy that just as Christ died and was resurrected, so the 
Christian dies to a life of sin and is raised by Christ to a new life 
(Romans 6:1-14). The Lord’s supper (or communion) is not 
simply a memorial meal, but a celebration that Jesus Christ 
was both sacrificed and raised from the dead. When Paul says 
that this practice “proclaim[s] the Lord’s death until he comes” 
(1 Corinthians 11:26, my emphasis), he assumes that Jesus is no 
longer dead but alive as the resurrected Lord who will come 
again. Baptism and the Lord’s supper would be meaningless 
apart from the literal resurrection of Christ.26 

Moreover, why would the early Jewish converts to Chris- 
tianity have shifted the day of worship from Saturday (the day 
God originally ordained) to resurrection Sunday (Acts 20:7), 
had not Easter morning altered their understanding? Jewish 
believers did not play fast and loose with a central teaching of 
the Old Testament. Christ’s resurrection is the best explana- 
tion for their new day of worship. 

Third, the alternative theories given to refute the resurrec- 
tion fall short. The disciples could not have been deceivers 
preaching a resurrection they knew to be a hoax, simply be- 
cause there was no reason for them to do so. Why be perse- 
cuted for what you know to be a lie? Blaise Pascal summarizes 
the matter cogently: 


The hypothesis that the Apostles were knaves is 
quite absurd. Follow it to the end and imagine these 
twelve men meeting after Jesus’ death and conspir- 
ing to say that he had risen from the dead. This means 
attacking all the powers that be. The human heart is 
singularly susceptible to fickleness, to change, to 
promises, to bribery. One of them had only to deny 
his story under these inducements, or still more 
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because of possible imprisonment, tortures, and 
death, and they would all have been lost. Follow that 
out.27 . 


The disciples could not have been deceived themselves be- 
cause Jesus appeared to many of them at different times and in 
different places in order to leave no room for doubt. The idea 
that all of these appearances were hallucinations or some other 
kind of deception is just too implausible. 

Some people claim that the accounts of Jesus’ resurrection 
were simply invented by later myth-making writers. But this 
ignores the character of the New Testament documents them- 
selves, which do not read like myths but as datable history (see 
Luke 1:1-4).28 


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
JESUS’ RESURRECTION 


Jesus’ resurrection is not merely an oddity that happens to 
inspire some religious people. On the contrary, this unmatched 
event uniquely demonstrates Jesus’ supreme authority over 
every power, including that of death itself. He predicted 
his own crucifixion and resurrection (Matthew 16:21), and 
after his resurrection Jesus told his disciples, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matthew 28:18). 
Paul affirmed that Jesus “was declared with power to be the 
Son of God by his resurrection” (Romans 1:4). 

Jesus spoke as the one who had mastered death and who 
offers life to all who come to him. When the resurrected and 
glorified Jesus appeared to John, he said, “I am the First and 
the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am 
alive for ever and ever. And I hold the keys of death and Hades” 
(Revelation 1:17,18). Because Jesus himself died and was raised 
from the dead never to die again, he has authority over death. 
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Jesus shared our humanity “so that by his death he might de- 
stroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— 
and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their 
fear of death”? (Hebrews 2:14,15; see also Romans 6:9,10; He- 
brews 7:24,25). C.S. Lewis draws out the implications: 


The New Testament writers speak as if Christ’s 
achievement in rising from the dead was the first 
event of its kind in the whole history of the universe. 
He is the “first fruits,” the “pioneer of life.” He has 
forced open a door that has been locked since the 
death of the first man. He has met, fought, and 
beaten the King of Death. Everything is different 
because He has done so. This is the beginning of the 
New Creation: a new chapter in cosmic history has 
opened.?9 


Unlike the NDEr, Jesus did not merely visit near-death, only 
to be spared through resuscitation. He died as no other ever 
has died. He died as a sacrifice, paying the penalty for the sins 
of sinful people, in order that those who accept his sacrifice 
through repentance might have the perfect righteousness of 
Christ imputed to them (Isaiah 53; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Gala- 
tians 3-4, Romans 3-5).3° 

Jesus’ corpse was not jump-started; it was transformed by 
God into a new level of incorruptible existence. He returned 
from biological death through the miracle-working power 
of God. Jesus’ resurrected body is not mortal like ours, but 
neither is it purely spiritual or an entirely new entity (Luke 
24:39,40). Jesus came back as a butterfly from the cocoon of 
death. NDErs come back as star-struck caterpillars. 

Jesus Christ’s resurrection gives his followers the certainty 
that they, too, will be with him after death (Philippians 1:23,24; 
2 Corinthians 5:1-8), and that their bodies will be raised from 
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the dead at the end of the age (1 Corinthians 15:20-23). It is 
from the unparalleled and utterly reliable word of the risen 
Christ that we truly understand the meaning of life, death, and 
the afterlife, and not from the incomplete and often contradic- 
tory testimonies of the near-dead. 

Yet many NDErs claim that, as a result of their experience, 
they have tapped into the same power to which Jesus himself 
had access. We now turn to these claims of psychic empower- 
ment. 


2) Sane 


PSYCHIC POWERS 


Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see 
whether they are from God, because many false prophets 
have gone out into the world. 


—The apostle John (1 John 4:1) 


his often thought that psychic powers accompany or follow a 
near-death experience because a taste of the afterlife awakens a 
dormant psychic reservoir in the near-death experiencer. For 
many, this aspect of the NDE guarantees that the experience is 
genuine and good. In order to assess this claim, we need to 
consider what NDErs report about enhanced psychic abilities 
and then evaluate what these reports indicate about the nature 
of the NDE. 

The term psychic can refer to many things, but I will use it 
to designate experiences that cannot be explained through 
the normal laws of nature or the operation of the physical 
senses. A genuinely psychic experience brings a supernatural 
dimension into play to produce extraordinary results. Ex- 
amples include out-of-the-body experiences (OBEs), extra- 
sensory perception (ESP), telepathy, precognition (knowing 
the future), spirit visitation, and contacting the dead or other 
disembodied spirits through mediumship or channeling. With 
the advent of the New Age movement, increasing numbers of 
people are becoming fascinated by and involved in the psychic 
realm.! 
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PsyCHIC POWERS AND THE 
NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE 


The psychic dimension may be experienced during or after 
an NDE, or both. One prominent case is that of Dannion Brink- 
ley, who records his two NDEs in his bestselling book Saved by 
the Light. Brinkley claims to have found himself in a strange 
world after having been electrocuted by a lightning strike that 
was carried through the telephone lines to the telephone on 
which he was speaking. He left his body, encountered a being 
of light, had a life-review, and later was addressed by a council 
of 13 beings (one more than Eadie’s council of 12 men) who, 
he claims, foretold the future by opening videocassette-sized 
boxes that displayed upcoming events.” 

Brinkley states that most of the spirit council’s predictions— 
including the fall of the Soviet Union and the Gulf War—have 
come true, while several others are pending. He says that of 
117 events foretold during his NDE, 95 have taken place. 
In Raymond Moody’s foreword to the book, he claims that 
Brinkley recounted several of these predictions to him before 
they occurred.4 

Brinkley claims that through his NDE he received the abil- 
ity to read minds, which he discovered by answering people’s 
questions before they finished asking them. He says that once 
he almost wrecked a business deal by reading the minds of the 
Norwegian businessmen with whom he was negotiating, de- 
spite the fact that he doesn’t know Norwegian. He also claims 
to have profited from his new power through gambling, which 
he later renounced in order to focus on more benevolent uses of 
his psychic abilities.> Reflecting on these abilities, Brinkley 
says, 


If there is any consolation in having psychic abili- 
ties, it is that other near-death experiencers have 
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them, too. I don’t mean just the experience itself, 
which is an intense psychic event. I mean what hap- 
pens after the experience. I have yet to meet a person 
who has had a near-death experience who does not 
have flashes of precognition or very well-developed 
intuitive powers. It makes sense, since people who 
have had a near-death experience have had nature 
broken down for them into the very essence of life.® 


Do these supposedly psychic abilities result from NDEs be- 
cause people gain insight into “the very essence of life,” or are 
there other explanations for these phenomena? 

Melvin Morse believes that these powers are given through 
the experience of the light, because the light activates the 
dormant parts of the brain that are responsible for psychic 
powers.’ He even theorizes that the NDE changes the electro- 
magnetic field of NDErs, since NDErs seem to produce strange 
phenomena in connection with electrical devices. Morse claims 
that one-fourth of the NDErs he has studied cannot consis- 
tently wear watches because they repeatedly break down.8 
P.M.H. Atwater, an NDEr and author, makes the same claim 
about herself.? 

However, meticulous research is required in order to verify 
these events and powers as legitimately “psychic.’”” When 
Morse speaks of verifying psychic claims, he doesn’t specify 
how this could be done consistently.!° Some claims of psychic 
power may only involve successful guesswork or even self-de- 
ception. Considering Brinkley’s claim, it is convenient for him 
to have published his predictions about the fall of the USSR 
and the Gulf War after they occurred. Painstaking research on 
famous psychics such as Uri Geller and James Hydrick has 
exposed them as clever tricksters who created the illusion of 
psychic phenomena.'! Of course, not all who falsely claim 
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these powers are deceivers; some may simply be deceived into 
thinking they possess powers they do not have. 

But even if some NDErs do experience a significant increase 
in psychic powers, what does this prove? Does it authenticate 
the NDEs’ messages about spiritual reality? 


PsYCHIC POWERS FOR 
A NEW AGE? 


Some writers see NDErs’ psychic abilities and increased 
spiritual awareness as important signs that the collective con- 
sciousness of the planet is rising, that a New Age of greater 
harmony and spiritual maturity may be dawning. Kenneth 
Ring, taking a cue from New Age theorist Teilhard de Chardin, 
calls this “Omega.” Ring believes that the NDE is simply one 
type of mystical occurrence that mystics and seers have been 
experiencing for millennia, and which now is serving as a kind 
of cosmic evolutionary trigger into a global higher conscious- 
ness. In his book The Omega Project (1992), Ring speaks of the 
transformative power of NDEs, as well as close encounters 
with UFOs, as manifestations of what he calls “Mind at Large.” 
By this term—borrowed from English novelist, philosopher, 
and mystic Aldous Huxley—Ring means “a kind of planetary 
or collective mind that is botli an expression of humanity’s 
deepest yearnings and transcendent to them.” !2 

Ring understands “Mind at Large” in a pantheistic sense; 
that is, the inner divinity of the planet and the human condition 
is manifesting itself through non-ordinary states of conscious- 
ness, including the psychic realm. In his first book, Life at 
Death, Ring claims that the light in the NDE is actually one’s 
“total self” or “higher self”’—a reality deeper than the or- 
dinary consciousness we have of ourselves as limited and sepa- 
rated beings.'3 “If one can accept the idea of a higher self,” 
Ring writes, “it is not difficult to assume that that self. . . is 
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actually an aspect of God.””!4 Ring also commends a statement 
from the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus that the human 
soul is infinite.!5 

Although Ring doesn’t use the terms, his concepts mirror 
the theology of nondualistic Hinduism (and many occult be- 
liefs),!© in which the individual self (Atman) is really one 
with the higher self (Brahman), or God. This oneness can be 
experienced through mystical illumination or enlightenment.!7 
Through occurrences such as the NDE, Ring believes that “we 
are experiencing the first bursts of a new self-renewing power 
for the healing of the earth, with millennial energies that have 
been liberated through direct contact with the transcendental 
order.”"!8 

To account for the psychic powers often imparted by the 
NDE, Ring likens the NDE to the occult phenomena that his- 
torically have been associated with shamans (indigenous folk 
healers, sorcerers, and mystics). The NDEr “has been inadver- 
tently initiated into the first stages of the shaman’s journey.””!9 
This journey involves entering an altered state of conscious- 
ness in which the shaman tries to control and harmonize with 
various spirit beings for the good of himself and his or her 
tribe.20 

Ring further likens NDE psychic effects to the awakening of 
kundalini energy, which in Hindu thought is believed to be a 
divine energy coiling at the base of the spine, and which is 
depicted as a serpent.?! Kundalini energy is typically asso- 
ciated with the practice of yoga. Ring claims that it is being 
activated when one experiences ecstatic sensations, severe 
headaches, tickling or itching under the skin, awareness of 
internal lights and colors, feelings of hot or cold throughout the 
body, or bodily tremors for no apparent reason.?2 Ring argues 
that those having NDEs and UFO encounters are likely to expe- 
rience these symptoms.?3 
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The correlation of kundalini (serpent) energy with the NDE 
should give us pause. Although NDE researcher Bruce Grey- 
son says that the concept of kundalini “bears some resem- 
blances to the more familiar Holy Spirit,”24 the supposedly 
“divine serpent” is not similar to the Holy Spirit. The Holy 
Spirit draws people out of their self-centered concerns in order 
to recognize and worship the resurrected Jesus Christ; the 
focus is not on a serpent power within the self. If one is filled 
with the Holy Spirit, it is not because some occult power has 
been cultivated; it is because one has received a gift from beyond 
oneself (Luke 11:13). Biblically, the serpent is often used to 
symbolize the demonic (Genesis 3:1; Revelation 12:9; 20:2). 


PsYCHIC DANGERS 


The psychic powers that sometimes follow an NDE are not 
always beneficial. One woman, Anne, who developed precog- 
nition after her NDE, dreamed of her neighbor’s dog being run 
over the day before it was killed. Another time, she felt that 
someone had been injured in a car accident across town, which 
she was able to verify. These predictions distressed her family, 
especially when she dreamed that someone was going to at- 
tempt to murder her brother. Her dream was graphic. “She saw 
her brother coming to her out of the car, screaming in pain. He 
had blood dripping from both hands and an open wound in his 
belly.”25 Two weeks later the nightmare became history when 
her brother was shot in his hands and stomach by burglars. 
This so disturbed Anne that she went to a neurologist who pre- 
scribed a medication that caused her to sleep so deeply that it 
quelled her predictive dreams. According to Morse, “Anne 
says she would rather have the groggy feeling of being con- 
stantly medicated than the recurring psychic experiences.”’26 

Psychic knowledge in and of itself may not enhance a person’s 
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life, romantic assumptions to the contrary. John Ankerberg 
and John Weldon consulted extensive occult and psychic mate- 
rials and concluded that involvement in these areas is ultimately 
hazardous, even as practitioners themselves often warn.27 Yoga 
experts alert people to the physical and spiritual dangers of 
awakening the kundalini energy through yoga; these dangers 
include insanity, uncontrollable convulsions, and even death. 
The serpent’s bite can be fatal, just as it first was in the garden 
(Genesis 3).28 

Bruce Greyson and Barbara Harris, who have had extensive 
experience with NDErs, believe that the NDE is “unique among 
[spiritual] doorways in that it opens to people regardless of 
whether or not they are seeking enlightenment.”’29 People who 
have had almost no spiritual interests may be unexpectedly 
ushered into a bizarre theater of otherworldly amazement. 
Greyson and Harris point out that because the NDE “often 
occurs to people who are not looking or prepared for spiritual 
growth, it is particularly likely to lead to a spiritual crisis.” 3° 
The crisis often involves sorting out just what happened in the 
NDE and how it relates to established religious traditions. 

But the crux of the matter is, What is the source of the psy- 
chic empowerment? Many NDErs believe it is Jesus Christ. 
Even though her view of Jesus clearly contradicts the biblical 
record, Betty Eadie is convinced she was embraced by the light 
of Jesus. Morse strongly asserts that “to tell a patient who has 
almost died that they did not sit in the lap of Christ even though 
they vividly described the experience is a form of patient negli- 
gence.”’3! Greyson and Harris advise counselors of NDErs not 
to be concerned with the objective reality of the NDE; rather, 
“you should never press your own beliefs or interpretations 
of the experience on the NDEr, but let your conversation be 
guided by the individual’s own account and understanding of 
the experience.”32 Given the prevalence of claims that Jesus 
Christ has been experienced in the near-death encounter, we 
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must understand who Jesus claimed to be and whether or not he 
appears in NDEs and bestows psychic powers. 


Wao Is JEsus? 


Jesus Christ’s identity is important to most Americans. In 
Who Do Americans Say That I Am? (1986), respected pollsters 
George Gallup, Jr., and George O’Connell observe that Amer- 
ica’s “image of Christ—while a bit murky in spots—is over- 
whelmingly favorable.”’33 Their poll revealed that 70 percent 
of Americans affirm that Jesus is God and 91 percent believe 
that Jesus was a historical figure.3+ When pollster George 
Barna asked for people’s reaction to the statement, “Jesus 
Christ was crucified, died, and rose from the dead and is spiri- 
tually alive today,” 74 percent strongly agreed and 11 percent 
agreed somewhat.35 

Many of the people who profess these beliefs, however, seem 
to be biblically illiterate about the historical Jesus. Only 42 
percent knew that the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew S—7) 
was preached by Jesus, and only 46 percent could name the 
first four books of the New Testament (the Gospels).3© We 
have seen evidence of this biblical illiteracy in claims made 
by Raymond Moody and Dannion Brinkley that the Bible in- 
cludes accounts of NDEs.37 Is the Jesus Christ of the New 
Testament the same as the Jesus of many NDEs? Does the 
Jesus of the Bible dispense psychic powers? 

Jesus is portrayed in the four Gospels as the Son of God who 
was sent to declare a message of repentance and human trans- 
formation. The message itself is called the “gospel,” which 
means “good news.” Jesus exhorted people to turn from their 
self-centered ways (sins) and to seek God’s kingdom—God’s 
way of life under God’s sovereign rulership. Jesus taught and 
lived an exalted moral standard and called people to “be per- 
fect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 
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5:48). This penetrating message stirred controversy every- 
where, and at the same time produced disciples who came to 
be called Christians several years after Christ’s resurrection 
and ascension into heaven (Acts 11:26).38 

Although he taught with brilliance and courage, Jesus was 
no mere teacher. He was a man of action who astounded the 
crowds not with showmanship or magic tricks, but through the 
demonstration of God’s supernatural power and a deep, loving 
compassion that reached all who were open to him, even the 
lowliest in society. When John the Baptist, Jesus’ forerunner, 
asked about Jesus’ credentials, he was told: 


The blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, 
and the poor have good news brought to them. And 
blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me (Mat- 
thew 11:5,6 NRSV). 


Central to Jesus’ teaching was what he said about himself. 
Both directly and indirectly he claimed not only to be sent by 
God the Father but to be God in human form. This is why the 
Jewish religious leaders were so angry with him and often tried 
to kill him (John 10:22-39). In professing to be one with the 
Father (John 10:30; 17:22), Jesus was not speaking about his 
“higher self” (as Kenneth Ring and other pantheists main- 
tain). He was making the exclusive claim of being one in es- 
sence with God. 

Jesus also taught that God is a personal and holy being, not 
an impersonal force, energy, or principle, as is claimed by 
many NDErs. When he instructed his disciples to pray, “Our 
Father in heaven, hallowed be your name” (Matthew 6:9), he 
demonstrated that God is to be revered as morally impeccable 
and free from all human failings. And Jesus taught that he him- 
self perfectly represented the heavenly Father because he alone 
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is the divine and eternal Son (Luke 22:67-71). In one of his d 
more pointed statements, Jesus cut to the theological heart by 
announcing, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one 
comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). He identi- 
fied himself with the Father, explaining that “if you really 
knew me, you would know my Father as well” (verse 7). 

Jesus proclaimed that his mission was “to seek and to save 
what was lost” (Luke 19:10). When he said that he “did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many” (Matthew 20:28), he meant that he would offer him- 
self as a sacrifice to die for people’s sins so that we could have a 
relationship with God characterized by love, joy, and peace 
(John 10:10; 20:31). Jesus summarized his mission in these 
justly famous words: 


For God so loved the world that he gave his one 
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 
perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his 
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save 
the world through him. Whoever believes in him is 
not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands 
condemned already because he has not believed in 
the name of God’s one and only Son (John 3:16-18). 


In his last meal with his disciples before his crucifixion, 
Jesus explained how God’s love would reconcile sinful people 
tohimself. His body would be broken and his blood shed on the 
cross in order that through his sacrificial death his followers 
might receive complete forgiveness from God for their wrong- 
doing (Matthew 26:26-28). 


JESUS, THE AFTERLIFE, 
AND SPIRITUAL POWER 
Jesus was very concerned with the afterlife. When arguing 
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with those who did not believe in it, he protested that the dead 
would be raised at the end of history (Matthew 22:23-33). He 
also affirmed that the soul continues to live apart from the body 
after physical death. When Jesus hung dying on the cross, he 
told a repentant criminal who had been crucified with him, 
“Today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). Jesus 
also declared that in the afterlife he would be the final judge 
over all nations and people: 


The Father . . . has entrusted all judgment to the 
Son. ...And he has given him authority to judge 
because he is the Son of Man. Do not be amazed at 
this, for a time is coming when all who are in their 
graves will hear his voice and come out—those who 
have done good will rise to live, and those who have 
done evil will rise to be condemned (John 5:22,27-29). 


By “those who have done good,” Jesus did not mean those 
people who earn eternal life through good deeds or those who 
are innately good. That would have contradicted his teaching 
that we are all sinners and that no one is able to earn eternal life 
through one’s own merit. Rather, he was referring to the good 
deeds performed by those who believe in him, which serve as 
evidence of their faith (Matthew 7:16-20; Ephesians 2:10). 
Eternal life is a gift from a gracious God; but those who receive 
it are demonstrably changed for the better (John 6:40; 2 Corin- 
thians 4:16; Philippians 2:12,13). 

Jesus said that his followers would receive spiritual em- 
powerment in order to glorify God, serve each other, and reach 
the world with the gospel message (Acts 1:1-8). But this power 
from the Holy Spirit is not a psychic or occult ability. It is not a 
latent power released through mystical or shamanic experi- 
ences. It is a gift given by a personal God to be used for his holy 
purposes.39 
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The gift of the Holy Spirit includes what the New Testament 
calls the “fruit of the Spirit” and the “gifts of the Spirit.” The 
fruit of the Spirit refers to the moral transformation, or sancti- 
fication, experienced by those who submit to Christ; it consists 
of “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithful- 
ness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5:22,23). The 
gifts of the Spirit equip Christians for various ministries; they 
include such abilities as teaching, preaching, healing, wis- 
dom, and administration (see 1 Corinthians 12-14). 

The early church renounced the use of psychic powers and 
the occult. When the gospel was being proclaimed in Ephesus, 
new believers in Christ confessed their sins of practicing sor- 
cery and publicly burned their expensive occult scrolls (Acts 
19:18-20). They could not serve both Jesus Christ and the occult. 


TRUTH VERSUS ERROR 


Jesus exposed spiritual error, warned of its consequences, 
and taught his followers to beware of false prophets, who were 
like wolves in sheep’s clothing because they claimed to rep- 
resent Jesus but failed to obey him. These imposters would 
be exposed and rejected by Jesus at the last day (Matthew 
7:15-23). He further warned of false Christs who would de- 
ceive people through “signs aad miracles” (Matthew 24:24). 
For Jesus, spiritual truth was not a do-it-yourself affair. Ambigu- 
ous statements about “being loving” and “gaining knowledge” 
were not on his agenda. He zealously proclaimed objective and 
particular spiritual truth, and he charged his followers to con- 
serve this truth and to protect it from corruption because the 
enemy of truth was always active. 

Since Jesus lived on earth as the epitome of goodness and 
spiritual insight in a world gone wrong, he was keenly aware of 
the sources and consequences of evil that so opposed his char- 
acter, his message, and his followers. Despite modern attempts 
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to relegate Satan to a mythical status of ancient superstition, 
Jesus took the reality of the evil one seriously and literally, and 
spoke more about him than did any other biblical figure.4° 

The demonic was no theoretical or speculative matter for 
Jesus. He encountered it. He was directly tempted by the devil 
to abandon his ministry (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). By hold- 
ing to the truth of the Scriptures, Jesus overcame the seductive 
power of the evil one. Jesus declared that Satan “was a mur- 
derer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is 
no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for 
he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Satan’s spiritual 
currency is fatal falsehood. Jesus backed up his own words 
with action by commanding evil spirits (demons or fallen angels 
under the command of the devil) to go out of people (Matthew 
12:22-37; Mark 5:1-20). 

Since the devil traffics in error, he seeks to siphon off what- 
ever truth fails to take root in a person’s life. For example, in his 
parable of the sower and the seed, Jesus explained that “when 
anyone hears the message about the kingdom [of God] and 
does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away 
what was sown in his heart” (Matthew 13:19). Jesus identified 
Satan as the author of equivocation, evasion, and confusion. 

Jesus also affirmed the possibility of demonic deception by 
citing the Hebrew Scriptures (see Matthew 5:17,18; Luke 16:31; 
John 10:35), where God warns his people that even if “a prophet 
or one who foretells by dreams” proclaims a “miraculous sign 
or wonder” that comes to pass, that prophet should not be fol- 
lowed if he says, “Let us follow other gods” (Deuteronomy 
13:1-4). This warning grants that an apparently supernatural 
occurrence can nonetheless be a counterfeit of the truth (see 
also Revelation 16:13,14). For example, even if some of Dan- 
nion Brinkley’s predictions are verified as having come to pass, 
this does not legitimize his spiritual message if it opposes the 
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gospel of Christ. The final test is whether or not the “prophet” 
teaches the truth as it is revealed in God’s Word, the Bible. 
The spiritual realm is not uniformly benevolent and trust- 
worthy. We must reckon with the devil, who is the enemy of 
truth. This is why Jesus taught his disciples to pray to the 
Father, “deliver us from the evil one” (Matthew 6:13). Not all 
spiritual experiences are safe or dependable. Spiritual decep- 
tion is far from rare. If we do not discern and reject deceptive 
claims to the truth, we will become ensnared in error and mis- 
take darkness for light. It is only by knowing and adhering to 
the truth of God’s Word that we, like Jesus, can discern when 
the demonic is inducing or influencing spiritual experiences. 


SPIRITUAL DISCERNMENT 


How does all of this help us to understand the psychic em- 
powerment of the NDE and to discern when the demonic is 
involved? Though the Bible does not specifically speak of 
NDEs, Jesus’ teaching does give us sound direction for evaluat- 
ing them. For example, Jesus taught that a person can be on 
good terms with God only by turning away from sin and follow- 
ing the Savior. Yet, as we have noted repeatedly, sin is either 
not real or no big thing according to many NDEs. The being of 
light who exhibits unconditional love in a totally nonjudgmen- 
tal way flies in the face of Jesus’ reality. If Jesus Christ were to 
appear in an NDE, he would not contradict what he taught 
while on earth, since “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and 
today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8; see also 1:12). 

Consider the revelation of the resurrected and exalted Jesus 
Christ in the book of Revelation. Although not an NDE, it 
reveals the nature of Jesus Christ today and how he can be 
recognized. The apostle John says that on the Lord’s day he 
was “in the Spirit”—not out of his body—when he heard a 
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“loud voice like a trumpet” ‘(Revelation 1:10), which directed 
him to write down what he was about to see: 


Iturned around to see the voice that was speaking 
to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lamp- 
stands, and among the lampstands was someone “like 
a son of man,” dressed in a robe reaching down to 
his feet and with a golden sash around his chest. His 
head and hair were white like wool, as white as 
snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet 
were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice 
was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right 
hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came 
a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the 
sun shining in all its brilliance (Revelation 1:12-16). 


The reference to “the son of man” is to the Messiah (Jesus) 
as described by the prophet Daniel (Daniel 7:9-14). In John’s 
vision, Jesus is dressed like the high priest of the Old Testa- 
ment (Exodus 28:4; 29:5), which depicts his role of providing 
the sacrifice for our sins and of interceding on our behalf be- 
fore the throne of God (Hebrews 7:25-27). The white hair sig- 
nifies maturity, wisdom, and dignity (Leviticus 19:32; Proverbs 
16:31). The sword symbolizes divine judgment (Isaiah 49:2; 
Hebrews 4:12).4! Unlike the NDErs who casually interact with 
the being of light, John testifies, 


When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. 
Then he placed his right hand on me and said: “Do 
not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am 
the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive 
for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and 
Hades” (Revelation 1:17,18). 
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This revelation of the exalted Jesus Christ is a far cry from 
the morally indifferent being of light so often described in 
NDEs. This Jesus has absolute ethical authority. Unlike Betty 
Eadie,42 John didn’t claim to be “worthy” of the living Christ, 
even though he knew he had been forgiven of his sins (Reve- 
lation 1:5). John fell headlong before Christ, prostrate in wor- 
ship. Eadie says nothing about worshiping Jesus in Embraced 
by the Light. After all, a person is not going to worship God if 
she thinks she is worthy of him. 

A striking illustration of this is found in the story Jesus told 
about the Pharisee and the tax collector: 


Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a 
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, 
standing by himself, was praying thus, “God, I thank 
you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, 
adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice 
a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” But the tax 
collector, standing far off, would not even look up 
to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, 
“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” I tell you, this 
man went down to his home justified rather than the 
other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, 
but all who humble themselves will be exalted (Luke 
18:10-14 NRSV). 


An awareness of the contrast between human unworthiness 
and the awesome perfection of God does not appear in most 
NDEs. When, for example, P.M.H. (Phyllis) Atwater had a 
life-review during an NDE, she first experienced feelings of 
“sadness and failure,” but then she realized that “Phyllis was 
okay.’’43 Missing from such NDEs is the presence of a holy God 
who calls the NDEr’s life into question on the basis of an ulti- 
mate standard of truth and goodness. 
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Carol Zaleski observes that although NDErs may feel “pangs 
of regret for misdeeds and missed opportunities, guilt, that 
anathema of humanistic psychology, has no place in the near- 
death reports.”’44 The being of light “communicates, but never 
excommunicates.”45 Yet if human guilt before God is objec- 
tively real, such experiences can only be deceptive—either 
because they are subjective projections of the NDEr’s imagina- 
tion, or because they are spiritual deceptions wrought by the 
enemy of truth. 


DEMONIC DECEPTION 


Some people argue that such ennobling and inspiring feel- 
ings as were experienced by Betty Eadie and others could not 
be from Satan, who is totally evil. Raymond Moody reasons 
that if there were demonic involvement in these experiences, 
NDErs would return to pursue a life of obvious evil, which typ- 
ically they do not. In fact, they often seem to become better 
people.4° Such reasoning is naive. The apostle Paul cautioned 
the early Christians that “Satan himself masquerades as an 
angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquer- 
ade as servants of righteousness” (2 Corinthians 11:14,15). 

Jesus Christ claimed to be “the light of the world” (John 
8:12), and he revealed himself to Paul and John in a shining 
radiance. Satan can mimic this to some degree in order to mis- 
lead the undiscerning, and Jesus warned that Satan tries to 
obscure the truth in a myriad of ways. What is genuine can be 
counterfeited; an original can be imitated, whether in the natu- 
ral or the supernatural realm. 

The apostle Paul also warned that fallen angelic beings can 
present a distorted view of Jesus (Galatians 1:8). Saint Augus- 
tine (354-430) wisely noted that demonic beings—angels who 
rebelled against God under the leadership of Satan (Jude 6; 
Matthew 25:41)—have been studying humans for millennia. 
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The demons. . . through the long period into which 
their life is extended, have gained a far greater expe- 
rience in events than accrues to men because of the 
brief span of their lives. Through [their spiritual] 
faculties, demons not only foretell many things that 
will occur, but also perform many miraculous acts.47 


The manifestation of psychic powers is a case in point. Whether 
they occur during and/or after an NDE, their occurrence is no 
guarantee that the experience is from God. The key for dis- 
cernment is to discover whether or not the spiritual message of 
the NDE contradicts the teaching of Jesus. As we have seen, 
many popular NDEs do precisely this. Moreover, an NDE can 
be spiritually deceptive even if it does not involve a being of 
light or psychic phenomena. 

If Satan or one of his ministers could deceive someone into 
thinking he had encountered a Christlike being of light who 
unconditionally accepted him, this would instill a false sense of 
peace and security. It is one thing to feel forgiven or accepted; it 
is quite another thing to be forgiven and accepted. The differ- 
ence spans the gap between heaven and hell. 

Apsychic or paranormal effect does not ensure that the NDE 
has put someone in touch with God, even if the impression of 
divinity is given. Psychic effects are produced by deceptive 
spiritual agents who have two main strategies: to downgrade 
God’s holiness in order to make him seem less intrusive and 
demanding, and to upgrade the moral stature of humans so 
they seem worthy of God (as Eadie teaches) or even divine 
themselves (as Ring teaches). These strategies break down the 
perception of a need for a divine intermediary between a holy 
God and a sinful people (1 Timothy 2:5). 

For some reason, Betty Eadie, unlike many NDErs, grants 
the reality of Satan and demons. But she seems completely 
oblivious to the possibility that she might have been deceived 


PSYCHIC POWERS 159 


by them. Some NDEs may very well involve the presence of 
spirit beings who dazzle those who encounter them; but per- 
ception without discernment is dangerous. The AIDS virus 
appears fascinating in its complexity when viewed through a 
microscope, but it is deadly in its ultimate effects on the un- 
knowing. One church father keenly observed: 


The idea that there is anything especially impor- 
tant in the sensuous perception of spirits is a mis- 
taken one. Sensuous perception without spiritual 
perception does not provide a proper understanding 
of spirits; it provides only a superficial understand- 
ing of them. Very easily it can provide the most 
mistaken conceptions, and this indeed is what is 
most often provided to the inexperienced and to those 
infected with vainglory and self-esteem.48 


Even occult literature reports that spirit beings can take 
on deceiving identities. Robert E. Monroe, a close associate 
of Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and Raymond Moody,*? has had 
numerous OBEs, and he even trains people to induce them. He 
also has written several books on the subject. During an OBE 
that did not involve an NDE, Monroe observed “two little fel- 
lows” who had the ability to transform themselves at will, each 
of which “turned into a good facsimile of one of my two daugh- 
ters.”5° Likewise, Sri Chinmoy, an Eastern guru and medium, 
speaks of deceptive spirits who impersonate one’s guru in 
visions and even compel followers to kill themselves.5! Such 
observations harmonize with Paul’s warning that Satan and his 
agents (demons) can transform themselves for purposes of 
deception (2 Corinthians 11:14,15).52 

Seraphim Rose rightly observes that the NDE is not an “‘after- 
death” experience but a “ ‘first moment of death’ state,” which 
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is only the “antechamber to other much more extensive experi- 
ences” that occur at biological death.53 And the antechamber 
may be decorated with deception and inhabited by imitators. 
Rose also discerns that, unlike the scientific study of the “raw 
material” of the natural realm, the “raw material” of the spiri- 
tual realm between life and death is “hidden, extremely diffi- 
cult to grasp, and, in many cases, has a will of its own—a will to 
deceive the observer.”54 What you see may not be what you 
ultimately get. What you see may be what gets you. 

The NDE does give us a glimpse of vast and varying spiri- 
tual dimensions, but it is not a realm that is easily navigated or 
readily fathomed. By virtue of our spiritual ignorance and 
moral limitations, the spiritual environments encountered in 
the NDE may seduce instead of illuminate.5> This realm is not 
the final state of the soul, but an intermediary state of detach- 
ment from the body and engagement with an immaterial but 
not wholly benign spiritual reality. 


ene AD 


AFTEREFFECTS 


Our Savior, Christ Jesus, . . . has destroyed death and 
has brought life and immortality to light through the 
Sospel. 


—The apostle Paul (1 Timothy 1:10) 


Breathtaking accounts of wonderful worlds beyond death’s 
door are mesmerizing millions today. Those individuals im- 
pressed and inspired by books like Betty Eadie’s Embraced by 
the Light are led to believe that all is well on the other side, that 
our weary race’s perennial fear of death is unfounded. The wel- 
coming light awaits us all. . . or so we are told. 

My burden in writing this study of near-death experiences 
has been to caution fellow mortals about their prospects for 
immortality. The certainty of our mortality sparks hope for 
immortality. We are all exiled from Eden and yearning for 
heaven. But yearning for heaven is not the same as possessing 
it; wishing does not make it so. Some people may have been 
deceived by the light. 

We have learned that some NDEs are real experiences of the 
spiritual world, and that they indicate the soul can exist apart 
from the body. However, this does not guarantee that all NDEs 
reveal the truth about the afterlife. C.S. Lewis warned, “We 
should never ask of anything, ‘Is it real?’ . .. The proper question 
is ‘A real what?’ ”! We’ve discovered that NDErs give varying re- 
ports about the afterlife, and that these reports cannot all be true. 
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Furthermore, the teachings of Jesus and the Bible warn us to 
beware of spiritual deception that can lull us into a false secu- 
rity about our eternal destiny. It is possible to have a near-death 
experience of a spiritual entity or entities who feel no obliga- 
tion to lead one into truth. It is far better to trust the word of the 
One who has conquered death through his matchless resurrec- 
tion than to rely on the reports of the resuscitated. 

In assessing an account of a near-death experience, several 
questions should be asked: 


1. Is there good evidence that the person clinically died, or 
could this be a fabrication? Those who haven’t died can’t give 
firsthand reports about a place that is visited after death. 


2. How does the NDEr describe his or her experience? Is 
biblical terminology used? If so, is it used in a biblically faith- 
ful way, or does the NDEr twist Scripture and distort its meaning, 
as Peter warned us about (2 Peter 3:16; 2:1-3)? 


3. Does the NDEr present his or her experience as a new 
revelation that adds to or contradicts the Scriptures? If so, 
it should be critically evaluated in light of biblical teaching 
(2 Timothy 3:15-17; Revelation 22:18,19). 


4. What is the fruit of the NDEr’s life? Does he or she truly 
glorify God by confessing Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, or 
does he or she proclaim some other religious vision, such as 
New Age spirituality? Jesus said, “By their fruit you will rec- 
ognize them” (Matthew 7:16). 


In a precarious world, we are all “near death.” According 
to Jesus, this means we are all either near hell or near heaven. 
If we trust the no-risk, Pollyanna theology of so many popular 
writers and NDErs, we will fail to assess our prospects for 
immortality with sufficient caution. Jesus warned that one’s 
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soul can be lost if not entrusted to the true and living God (Mat- 
thew 16:26). 

If an infinitely holy and all-knowing being were to inspect 
your life, what would he uncover? “Nothing in all creation is 
hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid 
bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account” 
(Hebrews 4:13). If the risen Christ were in charge of your “life- 
Teview” at the last judgment, how would he respond? Does 
God grade on a curve? The Bible denies it. Jesus’ life, teaching, 
death, and resurrection provide a far firmer foundation for 
eternal life than trusting in one’s own goodness, one’s own 
divinity, or God’s leniency. 

The only sure basis for an endless life of joy is the gospel 
message. Despite our unworthiness and guilt before God, God 
loved us enough to provide forgiveness of our sins through the 
atoning death of Jesus on the cross. By repenting of our sins 
and turning toward the risen Christ in faith, we can receive the 
gift of everlasting life, beginning now and continuing into eter- 
nity (1 John 5:11,12). Jesus Christ suffered and died on the cross 
that we might be freed from the fear of death and hell. Jesus 
Christ rose from the dead to offer heaven to all who heed his 
call. He said, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who 
believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives 
and believes in me will never die” (John 11:25). 

The book of Revelation depicts Jesus as the “Lamb” who 
was slain, and who is the source of joy for his followers in the 
paradise to come. 


Never again will they hunger; never again will 
they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any 
scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the 
throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to 
springs of living water. And God will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes (Revelation 7:16,17). 
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Near the end of the book of Revelation, John invites all to 
partake of this eternal fellowship with the Lamb and his fol- 
lowers. “The Spirit and the bride [the church] say, ‘Come!’ 
And let him who hears say, ‘Come!’ Whoever is thirsty, let him 
come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the 
water of life” (Revelation 22:17). 

Don’t be lured by a deceptive light devoid of truth, when 
reality for the redeemed is as wonderful as this. 


______ Appendix. 


Is IT ALL IN 
THE BRAIN? 


1 cannot believe that the gift of conscious experience 
has no further future, no possibility of another existence 
under some intangible conditions. At least I would main- 
tain that this possibility of a future existence cannot be 
denied on scientific grounds. 


—Sir John Eccles, brain scientist 


Th reading the words of this book you have been using the most 
sophisticated organ known—the two handfuls of living gray 
matter called the brain. Although such processes as thinking, 
seeing, hearing, tasting, and basic motor functions are usually 
taken for granted, they all involve the proper working of an 
organ that makes the most complicated computer look like a 
Tinkertoy. 

When our brains are in good repair, we stand a good chance 
of perceiving reality accurately. Yet if we are fatigued, our 
attention wanes. If we are medicated, abusing drugs, or with- 
drawing from an addictive substance, we may hallucinate. As a 
result, this most marvelous of physical endowments may play 
tricks on us. We may take a deceptive, subjective experience 
(“it seems real’’) to be an authentic, objective reality (“it is 
real’’). Is this what happens in the NDE? 

Twenty years ago the NDE was not a recognized subject of 
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study in medicine, psychology, or religion. There were scat- 
tered reports of NDEs before Moody’s Life After Life, but the 
medical and scientific community did not have a ready name 
for these experiences or a typology of what they involved. 
Many dismissed the NDE as an invention. Today that has all 
changed. 

The idea that the NDE is merely a fabrication of prankster 
patients or of money-hungry authors is no longer plausible. 
The integrity of research done by Michael Sabom and others 
has ruled out the likelihood of invention or sensationalism. It 
has been well established that NDEs occur fairly frequently 
(but not to all who clinically die), and that NDErs report sim- 
ilar experiences (but without uniform agreement). There is 
even a scholarly journal, The Journal for Near-Death Studies, 
dedicated to a better understanding of this phenomenon. 

Nevertheless, the objective reality of the NDE is much dis- 
puted in scientific circles. Most people who have NDEs believe 
that they are objectively real. The question is whether or not 
this belief is correct. Do the distinctive elements of the NDE 
really occur as they are perceived, or are they the result of the 
abnormal functioning of the brain? Did the NDEr really tra- 
verse a tunnel toward a being of light, or can this be better 
explained apart from any spiritual dimension? 

Researchers such as Moody, Ring, Sabom, and Morse—who 
affirm the existence of a spiritual realm—have attempted to 
counter the skeptics’ arguments that the NDE is based merely 
on natural factors and does not involve the soul experiencing 
realities beyond the body. According to Melvin Morse, “Near- 
death studies have become the target of reductionism because 
many researchers are frustrated at not being able to explain 
this spiritual phenomenon.”’! Because the prevailing world- 
view of science tends to be materialism—the premise being 
that there is no spiritual realm but only material reality—it is 
quite common for scientists to try to explain any seemingly 
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supernatural experience in natural terms according to known 
scientific laws. 

Inchapter 4, we argued that some OBEs associated with the 
NDE are verifiable and resist the natural explanations offered 
for them. However, several other objections to the NDE as an 
objectively real spiritual experience remain to be considered. 


DRUGS ON THE BRAIN? 


One nonspiritual explanation considers the effects of drugs 
on the brain. Certain drugs can cause hallucinations, and seri- 
ously ill patients may be heavily medicated with such hallu- 
cinogenic drugs. Some researchers, therefore, contend that 
NDEs are no more than hallucinations of the critically ill. 

There are, for example, similarities between the LSD ex- 
perience and the NDE. Both may involve an OBE, abnormal 
perceptions, and spiritual sensitivity. However, LSD experi- 
ences are often filled with distorted perceptions and a sense of 
unreality, whereas NDErs claim that their experiences were 
undistorted and real.? Furthermore, patients are not likely to 
take LSD in critical medical situations. Some patients might 
experience “flashbacks” triggered by previous uses of LSD, 
but this would account for only a tiny percentage of NDEs. 

Morphine and heroin can also cause blissful hallucinations, 
but they are not usually interpreted as being real. These nar- 
cotics frequently cause a decrease in awareness, as well as 
physical side effects such as nausea, vomiting, and drowsiness, 
which are not associated with NDEs. Furthermore, narcotic 
hallucinations “do not involve traveling up a tunnel, seeing the 
Light, or having concrete visions of spirits, heaven, or God.””3 

Morse argues that hashish and other recreational drugs such 
as marijuana, cocaine, PCP, amphetamines, and barbiturates 
do not cause NDEs. Citing an unspecified Stanford University 
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study, he writes that hashish and marijuana tend to induce “dis- 
orientation, speech disturbances, loss of control of thoughts, 
poor memory, depression, and outright fear.”* Morse claims 
never to have seen these characteristics in NDE patients, though 
he seems to be discounting the negative NDEs we described in 
chapter 5, which included feelings of hopelessness and fear. 

In order to discover if medically prescribed drugs could 
trigger an NDE, Morse interviewed “thirty-seven children 
who had been treated with almost every kind of mind-altering 
medication known to pharmacology,” including “anesthetic 
agents, narcotics, Valium, Thorazine, Haldol, Dilantin, anti- 
depressants, mood elevators, and pain killers.” None of them 
had had anything resembling an NDE.5 While Morse claims 
that other “anesthetic agents, such as halothane, surital, nitrous 
oxide, narcotics, and Nembutal, simply do not cause halluci- 
nations,”© Moody records an OBE induced through nitrous 
oxide that bore some similarity to an NDE.7 Even so, differ- 
ences remain between the drug-induced experiences and the 
NDE.® 

An anesthetic called ketamine was once thought of as an 
NDE trigger. Ketamine is known to produce an autoscopic, or 
self-visualizing, hallucination.? This is a strange occurrence, 
in which a mirror-image of one’s self is observed without bene- 
fit of a mirror. It can also be brought on by depression, epilepsy, 
or schizophrenia. Yet the autoscopic hallucination differs from 
the OBE that occurs in many NDEs, in that: 1) the physical 
body observes a projected image or double, 2) the experiencer 
interacts with the double, 3) the double is perceived as unreal, 
and 4) these experiences are commonly negative.!° Because 
ketamine hallucinations are normally frightening, it is no longer 
used as an anesthetic. 

Susan Blackmore notes that if NDEs were drug-induced hal- 
lucinations, “you might expect that the deepest and most vivid 
NDEs would happen to people who were taking drugs at the 
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time. This is clearly not the case. .. . Drug intoxication dur- 
ing a close brush with death actually diminishes the chance of 
an NDE... . [and researchers] suggest that drug-free NDEs 
diverge more from the normal state of consciousness than drug- 
inhibited NDEs.”"! Furthermore, patients who have experi- 
enced both drug-induced hallucinations and NDEs report that 
they are very different experiences. !2 

Carol Zaleski observes that although some aspects of the 
NDE can be duplicated through drugs, “one cannot build a 
coherent theory of near-death experience on a psychopharmaco- 
logical basis; not all near-death subjects were under medication, 
and in any case, the effects of different drugs vary endlessly.” !3 


PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS 


Those interested in debunking a spiritual explanation for 
the NDE have two other naturalistic explanations up their 
sleeves. The first appeals to psychological factors. The second 
is the physiological account that sees the dying brain as a closed 
theater of the cranium in which the NDE is played out. 

Well-known astronomer and pundit Carl Sagan has a clever 
psychological interpretation of the NDE: 


The only alternative, so far as I can see, is that 
every human being, without exception, has already 
shared an experience like that of those travelers who 
return from the land of death: the sensation of flight; 
the emergence from darkness into light; an experi- 
ence in which, at least sometimes, a heroic figure 
can be dimly perceived, bathed in radiance and glory. 
There is only one common experience that matches 
this description. It is called birth.!4 


In other words, the NDE is nothing but a reawakening during 
clinical death of the repressed memory of the birth experience. 
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Sagan’s cleverness aside, the dissimilarities between physical 
birth and the NDE are too great for his argument to work. 

First, it is unlikely that the newborn’s perceptual abilities 
would be sufficiently mature to record the birth experience for 
recall during a later mortal crisis. Second, the birth canal is 
quite unlike the NDE tunnel. The infant doesn’t float grace- 
fully from the womb to the delivery room! The baby is in for a 
rough, tough, tight, and convulsive ride. And since the infant's 
eyes are pressed tightly against the birth canal, there is no 
sight of the light until arrival.!5 

Third, not all people leave the womb through the birth canal; 
some are delivered by Caesarean section. Blackmore found 
that the same percentage (36 percent) of NDErs born by Cae- 
sarean experienced the tunnel as did those born naturally.!® 
Moreover, I have yet to hear of an NDE that involved perceiv- 
ing a medical doctor as a “heroic figure bathed in radiance and 
glory.” In fact, the reverse is the case. Doctors, as we have 
seen, may be observed by the NDEr, but they are often left 
behind in favor of the transfixing luminosity at the end of the 
tunnel. 

Another naturalistic explanation has been called “transient 
depersonalization,” the there-but-not-there phenomenon. Rus- 
sell Noyes and others have shown that in the face of a perceived 
life-threatening situation, people switch into a kind of psycho- 
logical emergency gear in order to function more effectively 
during the crisis. This may involve an altered sense of time, a 
feeling of detachment, quickened thought, a feeling of unreality, 
a lack of emotion, provoked memories (even a life-review), a 
sense of unity with the universe, or more acute vision or hearing. 
Noyes argues that the awareness of imminent death triggers 
these perceptions, some of which resemble aspects of an NDE. 

Yet Sabom points out that many NDEs take place without 
any awareness of extreme danger, as in sudden deaths. With- 
out warning, one of his patients clinically died of a heart attack 
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and experienced an NDE, which he related after resuscitation. 
Furthermore, Noyes’s theory only accounts for conscious cases 
in extreme situations, not cases in which people are uncon- 
scious because of clinical death.!7 Neither does it account for 
some other aspects of the NDE, such as visions of deceased 
relatives.!8 

A less sophisticated but initially plausible explanation is that 
the NDE results from a deep expectation and yearning for life 
after death. According to this view, the NDEr is psychologi- 
cally primed for a particular experience. This expectation is 
triggered by a life-threatening situation and is manifested as a 
dream or hallucination. 

Though NDE researchers emphasize that personal expecta- 
tions and cultural conditioning can play a part inhow NDEs are 
described, wish-fulfillment cannot explain the many cases in 
which NDEs do not conform to what patients expected. Sabom 
found this in a significant number of his interviews. One man 
previously thought that “when you’re dead, you’re dead.” 
After his NDE, he believed that “your spirit does leave your 
body” at death.'9 Sabom asked his subjects what they would 
have thought if someone had related NDEs to them prior to 
their own. Many responded that they would have derided and 
dismissed them.?° In an NDE noted in chapter 6, a being of 
light told a surprised woman that she was Jewish. Moreover, 
even if one subjectively desires something to occur (like con- 
sciousness after clinical death), this doesn’t rule out the possibil- 
ity that it will objectively occur. All in all, the wishful-thinking 
explanation fails to explain NDEs comprehensively. 

Others argue that the NDE is a form of psychosis, which is a 
radical break with reality. Psychosis involves hallucinations, 
delusions (false beliefs irrationally held, like believing one is 
Napoleon), and loose associations (when one jumps from thought 
to thought without discernible order).2! Moody, who holds an 
M_D. in psychiatry, has addressed this at some length. He first 
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considers whether the NDE is a schizophrenia-related psychosis. 
Schizophrenics suffer from auditory hallucinations (“hearing 
voices”), strange mannerisms, loose associations, an inability 
to make sense of their experiences and thoughts, progressive 
apathy, and often a disengagement from society. Although 
NDErs sometimes hear voices, they always make some sense 
of the experience (however mysterious), and they usually view 
it as very positive or even life-changing. As we have seen, 
there is a basic coherence to most NDEs, even to the negative 
ones. 

Moody illustrates the difference between schizophrenia 
and the NDE by comparing two of his interviews: the schizo- 
phrenic was disoriented and incoherent, while the NDEr clearly 
related her extraordinary experience. Moody also mentions 
that when NDErs have OBEs, they are not out of touch with 
their environment but observing it. Moreover, OBEs have been 
verified by family members and medical personnel.?2 

Moody also tackles the idea that the NDE results from an 
organic brain disorder called delirium, which is caused by a 
lack of oxygen and a chemical imbalance in the brain. The 
delirious tend to have fragmented and incoherent hallucinatory 
experiences that usually are not remembered clearly. Those 
suffering delirium view their experiences as delusive and not 
as spiritually significant. They also fail to report elements 
common to NDEs, such as the OBE, panoramic memory (or 
life-review), overwhelming feelings of love, and so forth.23 


THE THEATER OF 
THE DYING BRAIN? 


Although Moody clearly differentiates NDEs from cases of 
delirium, Susan Blackmore believes that the NDE can be ac- 
counted for by oxygen abnormalities in the brain along with 
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other physical factors. Her book Dying to Live: Near-Death Expe- 
riences (1993) is the most thorough and well-reasoned account to 
date that endeavors to explain the NDE comprehensively on the 
basis of neurological functions that occur under crisis conditions. 
Although I cannot do justice to the complexity of all her argu- 
ments, I will survey and respond to her main points. 

Unlike other researchers who try to account for the entire 
NDE on the basis of one nonspiritual factor or another, Black- 
more argues that each of the distinctive elements of the NDE is 
caused by a separate condition in the brain, which is not attri- 
butable to externally administered drugs. She believes that the 
various components of the NDE can occur in situations without 
clinical death, but that the combination of these components is 
unique to the NDE.24 


Oxygen deprivation. Blackmore admits that we don’t have 
direct knowledge of “what happens to the brain when a person 
approaches death”; doctors are busy saving the lives of pa- 
tients who are near death and do not have opportunity to ex- 
periment on their brains at that time.25 But we do know that at 
some point in the process of dying, the brain will stop receiv- 
ing enough oxygen to function. Blackmore argues that oxygen 
deficiency in the brain explains critical aspects of the NDE. 

In presenting this theory, Blackmore responds to several ar- 
guments that have been advanced against the idea that oxygen 
deprivation causes the NDE. First, there is the argument that 
NDEs can occur when oxygen deprivation is not a factor. She 
grants this, but dismisses it as a bad argument against her the- 
ory, because the NDE may have multiple causes. “The fact that 
NDEs can occur without anoxia [lack of oxygen in the brain] is 
no argument against it sometimes being responsible for them.”26 

This is true enough, but it fails to make the case that Black- 
more wants to make, namely, that the NDE can be explained on 
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the basis of physiological factors alone. Establishing the plau- 
sibility of a physical cause (anoxia) does not eliminate the 
possibility of a spiritual cause. For example, I could halluci- 
nate that I was talking to the pope, but this wouldn’t rule out 
the possibility that I might actually speak with the pope some- 
time. Furthermore, Blackmore’s oxygen-deprivation theory is 
central and crucial to her entire explanation of the NDE. She 
believes that the tunnel experience, the noise, and the percep- 
tion of light are all caused by lack of oxygen in the brain. For 
her theory to work, oxygen deprivation must be able to serve as 
the sole cause of these key elements of the NDE. (As we will 
see, Blackmore does propose other causes to explain other ele- 
ments of the NDE.) 

A second argument that has been advanced against the 
oxygen-deprivation theory points to evidence that one NDEr’s 
blood oxygen level remained normal during his NDE.?7 Sabom 
recorded a case in which a man suffered a cardiac arrest, died, 
and had an NDE. During this time a blood sample was taken 
that indicated a relatively normal oxygen level. Sabom con- 
cluded that oxygen deficiency could not have been the cause of 
this NDE.28 

But Blackmore argues that even though the blood gases in 
the patient’s arteries were normal, the amount of oxygen in his 
brain could still have been depleted. Given the physiology that 
Blackmore describes, her point is well taken. 


If the heart stops pumping blood then blood in the 
arteries is not reaching the tissues or cells which 
will use it and therefore oxygen levels in those ar- 
teries will only fall very slowly. If extra oxygen 
is given as well, which is common during cardiac 
arrest, then the arterial levels may actually rise. By 
contrast, blood in the veins will not have much oxy- 
gen left because it is in contact with the tissues and 
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therefore loses oxygen. Since the brain uses a lot of 
oxygen, levels in the cerebral veins will fall fast and 
the brain quickly run out of the oxygen it needs. 
Sabom’s patient had arterial blood tested and so we 
cannot conclude that he was not suffering from cere- 
bral anoxia.?9 


However, even if it has not been established that oxygen 
levels in the brain remain normal during an NDE, it does not 
necessarily follow that a loss of oxygen in the brain accounts 
for key elements of the NDE. 

A third argument against the oxygen-deprivation explana- 
tion is that it “causes effects quite unlike NDEs.”’3° But there 
are various kinds of anoxia, depending on the speed of oxygen 
loss. Blackmore grants that an extremely fast or extremely slow 
loss of oxygen does not produce NDE-like symptoms; but inter- 
mediately rapid oxygen loss, combined with the accompany- 
ing rise in carbon dioxide, can create these kinds of symptoms. 

Blackmore also argues that this kind of anoxia can cause the 
disinhibition (or excitation) of brain cells (which has been shown 
in rats), thus causing the “excitation of whole brain areas.”3! 
The excitation of cells in the region of the visual cortex in the 
brain could account for the perception of a tunnel and the light 
at the end of it. The random firing of the oxygen-starved cells 
can trigger the cortical area to produce a “flickering speckled 
world which gets brighter and brighter toward the centre.”32 

Although this could explain the light so often seen in the 
NDE, it cannot explain the intense feelings of calm and warmth. 
Neither does her theory explain the personification of the light 
as a being of light, which is a feature in many NDEs. 


Endorphin release. To explain the bliss of NDE experiences, 
Blackmore appeals to the endorphin-release theory. Endor- 
phins are chemicals naturally found in the brain that have a 


176 Is IT ALL IN THE BRAIN? 


morphine-like effect when activated. They explain the transi- 
tion from agony to ecstasy that is felt in “the runner’s high” 
and in other extremely taxing physical situations, which she 
argues are similar to conditions present during the onset of an 
NDE. Blackmore maintains that endorphins are released to 
counteract the extreme stress of dying, and so produce the 
positive psychological effects found in most NDEs. Morse, 
however, notes: 


There is no evidence in the medical literature that 
the stresses of dying actually produce significantly 
greater amounts of endorphins in the brain. In stud- 
ies of animals dying of bacteria on the brain, small 
amounts of these chemicals are documented, yet 
their significance is unclear. 

Most animal studies indicate that the brain be- 
comes depleted of these endorphins, which makes 
sense since their main function is to alleviate pain 
and therefore would be depleted quickly. No evi- 
dence exists to prove that the dying brain makes 
large quantities of these chemicals.33 


Sabom also disputes that endorphins account for the posi- 
tive feelings of the NDE. He cites an experiment in which beta- 
endorphin was injected into the spinal fluid of 14 patients who 
had intractable pain due to cancer. (Blackmore refers to beta- 
endorphin as “the most powerful narcotic” among the endo- 
rphins.)34 All patients were pain-free for between 22 and 73 
hours. But in NDE cases, freedom from pain only occurs dur- 
ing the NDE itself (which lasts only a few moments). NDErs 
often report intense pain upon returning to their bodies. One 
man interviewed by Sabom said, “I was hurting real bad. . . . 
But all of a sudden the pain completely stopped and I could feel 
myself rising out of my body. . . . Then I started floating back 
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down to my body. As soon as I got down to my body, the pain 
came back. Tremendous pain.”35 Reports such as this are 
common. 

Blackmore’s theory requires a massive release of endor- 
phins to generate bliss in the face of death and also to trigger 
hallucinations. Yet NDErs are not free from pain for the length 
of time that would be expected, assuming that the amount of 
endorphin injected into the cancer patients was roughly equiv- 
alent to the amount that would be released naturally in the face 
of death. Furthermore, the majority of the cancer patients in- 
jected with beta-endorphin experienced drowsiness and sleep. 
This “does not fit with the state of ‘hyperalertness’ described 
in the NDE, in which there is a clarity of ‘vision’ and thought.”36 
Sabom also noted that the cancer patients continued to have a 
sense of touch, while NDErs lose it after leaving their bodies. 
One woman reported to Sabom that during her NDE she felt no 
sensation as she watched a physician insert an IV into her 
arm.37 

In conclusion, the endorphin-release theory is far from sub- 
stantiated as an explanation for the feelings of peace and well- 
being that often accompany the NDE. It is debatable whether 
endorphins are released during NDEs. If they are released it is 
far from clear that they would have all the effects that Black- 
more’s theory requires. Even if endorphins do induce a kind of 
euphoria, this emotional state is not the same as feeling accep- 
tance and love, as is often reported in NDEs. Furthermore, 
endorphin release could not account for the negative feelings 
of hell-like NDEs. 

Blackmore thinks that hellish NDEs are so infrequent that 
they don’t merit much concern, although she briefly suggests 
two explanations for them. Either they are caused by the drug 
naloxone, or they are hallucinations caused by violent resus- 
citation activity.38 In chapter 5, we criticized the latter idea 
(held by D. Scott Rogo) as inadequate. And naloxone would 
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not explain all hell-like experiences, many of which occur 
without the administration of the drug. Moreover, hell-like 
NDEs are common enough to take seriously. 

Blackmore believes endorphins also account for the NDE 
life-review. Endorphins are known to “lower the threshold of 
seizures in the limbic system and the temporal lobe. The result- 
ing abnormal activity in the temporal lobe causes the flashbacks 
and associated feelings of familiarity and meaningfulness,” 
as well as the sense of timelessness so often reported in NDEs.39 
As usual, she gives careful, well-documented arguments for 
her theory. But, as I argued above, if endorphins are not re- 
leased in the manner Blackmore claims, the explanation fails. 


Ego dissolution. Blackmore proposes that the transforma- 
tive effects of the NDE are caused by the breakup of the self, 
which she believes occurs during the NDE. This frees a person 
from the illusion of an individual ego and provides a sense of 
liberation. She bases this idea primarily on the Buddhist view 
of the self as unreal.4° 

Let us consider three objections. First, few NDErs claim to 
experience a breakup of the self or to attribute their personal. 
transformation to this as a cause. Second, if NDErs were to 
experience the breakup of the self, who would come back to tell 
of it?4! Third, unlike the rest of her book, Blackmore’s expla- 
nation at this point is more philosophically speculative than it 
is physiologically verifiable. As such, it is more dependent on 
the philosophical credibility of Buddhism than it is on empiri- 
cal evidence. 


THE SPIRITUAL FACTOR REMAINS 


How, then, can we reasonably evaluate the attempt to dis- 
credit all NDEs scientifically? Is the NDE all in the brain? To 
handle every detail of every argument would take a book in 
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itself, but I believe that all NDEs cannot be explained away on 
the basis of natural factors, even if some aspects of some NDEs 
are susceptible to merely physical explanations. In particular, 
the verifiable out-of-the-body experiences, as discussed in 
chapter 4, are inexplicable solely on natural grounds. The 
near-death experience proves to be a challenge to the material- 
ism of modern science, just as it challenges those who are 
spiritually inclined to interpret its meaning properly. 
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